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Preface 

AMADOU-MAHTAR M ' B O W 

Director-General of Unesco 

For a long time, all kinds of myths and prejudices concealed the true history 
of Africa from the world at large. African societies were looked upon as 
societies that could have no history. In spite of important work done by 
such pioneers as Leo Frobenius, Maurice Delafosse and Arturo Labriola, 
as early as the first decades of this century, a great m a n y non-African experts 
could not rid themselves of certain preconceptions and argued that the lack 
of written sources and documents m a d e it impossible to engage in any 
scientific study of such societies. 

Although the Iliad and Odyssey were rightly regarded as essential sources 
for the history of ancient Greece, African oral tradition, the collective 
m e m o r y of peoples which holds the thread of m a n y events marking their 
lives, was rejected as worthless. In writing the history of a large part of 
Africa, the only sources used were from outside the continent, and the final 
product gave a picture not so m u c h of the paths actually taken by the 
African peoples as of those that the authors thought they must have taken. 
Since the European Middle Ages were often used as a yardstick, modes of 
production, social relations and political institutions were visualized only 
by reference to the European past. 

In fact, there was a refusal to see Africans as the creators of original 
cultures which flowered and survived over the centuries in patterns of their 
o w n making and which historians are unable to grasp unless they 
forgo their prejudices and rethink their approach. 

Furthermore, the continent of Africa was hardly ever looked upon as a 
historical entity. O n the contrary, emphasis was laid on everything likely to 
lend credence to the idea that a split had existed, from time immemorial, 
between a 'white Africa' and a 'black Africa', each unaware of the other's 
existence. T h e Sahara was often presented as an impenetrable space pre­
venting any intermingling of ethnic groups and peoples or any exchange 
of goods, beliefs, customs and ideas between the societies that had grown 
up on either side of the desert. Hermetic frontiers were drawn between 
the civilizations of Ancient Egypt and Nubia and those of the peoples south 
of the Sahara. 

It is true that the history of Africa north of the Sahara has been more 
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closely linked with that of the Mediterranean basin than has the history of 
sub-Saharan Africa, but it is n o w widely recognized that the various civiliza­
tions of the African continent, for all their differing languages and cultures, 
represent, to a greater or lesser degree, the historical offshoots of a set of 
peoples and societies united by bonds centuries old. 

Another phenomenon which did great disservice to the objective study 
of the African past was the appearance, with the slave trade and coloniza­
tion, of racial stereotypes which bred contempt and lack of understanding 
and became so deep-rooted that they distorted even the basic concepts of 
historiography. F r o m the time when the notions of 'white' and 'black' were 
used as generic labels by the colonialists, w h o were regarded as 
superior, the colonized Africans had to struggle against both economic and 
psychological enslavement. Africans were identifiable by the colour of their 
skin, they had become a kind of merchandise, they were earmarked for 
hard labour and eventually, in the minds of those dominating them, they 
came to symbolize an imaginary and allegedly inferior Negro race. This 
pattern of spurious identification relegated the history of the African 
peoples in m a n y minds to the rank of ethno-history, in which appreciation 
of the historical and cultural facts was bound to be warped. 

T h e situation has changed significantly since the end of the Second 
World W a r and in particular since the African countries became inde­
pendent and began to take an active part in the life of the international 
community and in the mutual exchanges that are its raison d'être. A n 
increasing number of historians has endeavoured to tackle the study of 
Africa with a more rigorous, objective and open-minded outlook by using -
with all due precautions - actual African sources. In exercising their right 
to take the historical initiative, Africans themselves have felt a deep-seated 
need to re-establish the historical authenticity of their societies on solid 
foundations. 

In this context, the importance of the eight-volume General History of 
Africa, which Unesco is publishing, speaks for itself. 

T h e experts from m a n y countries working on this project began by laying 
d o w n the theoretical and methodological basis for the History. They have 
been at pains to call in question the over-simplifications arising from a linear 
and restrictive conception of world history and to re-establish the true facts 
wherever necessary and possible. They have endeavoured to highlight the 
historical data that give a clearer picture of the evolution of the different 
peoples of Africa in their specific socio-cultural setting. 

T o tackle this huge task, m a d e all the more complex and difficult by 
the vast range of sources and the fact that documents were widely scattered, 
Unesco has had to proceed by stages. T h e first stage, from 1965 to 1969, 
was devoted to gathering documentation and planning the work. 
Operational assignments were conducted in the field and included 
campaigns to collect oral traditions, the creation of regional documentation 
centres for oral traditions, the collection of unpublished manuscripts in 
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Arabic and Ajami (African languages written in Arabic script), the compila­
tion of archival inventories and the preparation of a Guide to the Sources 
of the History of Africa, culled from the archives and libraries of the 
countries of Europe and later published in nine volumes. In addition, 
meetings were organized to enable experts from Africa and other continents 
to discuss questions of methodology and lay d o w n the broad lines for the 
project after careful examination of the available sources. 

T h e second stage, which lasted from 1969 to 1971, was devoted to 
shaping the History and linking its different parts. T h e purpose of the 
international meetings of experts held in Paris in 1969 and Addis Ababa 
in 1970 was to study and define the problems involved in drafting and 
publishing the History: presentation in eight volumes, the principal edition 
in English, French and Arabic, translation into African languages such as 
Kiswahili, Hausa, Fulani, Yoruba or Lingala, prospective versions in 
G e r m a n , Russian, Portuguese, Spanish and Chinese, as well as abridged 
editions designed for a wide African and international public. 

T h e third stage has involved actual drafting and publication. This began 
with the appointment of the 3 9 - m e m b e r International Scientific C o m ­
mittee, two-thirds African and one-third non-African, which assumes 
intellectual responsibility for the History. 

T h e method used is interdisciplinary and is based on a multi-faceted 
approach and a wide variety of sources. T h e first among these is 
archaeology, which holds m a n y of the keys to the history of African cultures 
and civilizations. Thanks to archaeology, it is n o w acknowledged that 
Africa was very probably the cradle of mankind and the scene - in the 
neolithic period - of one of the first technological revolutions in history. 
Archaeology has also shown that Egypt was the setting for one of the most 
brilliant ancient civilizations of the world. But another very important 
source is oral tradition, which, after being long despised, has n o w emerged 
as an invaluable instrument for discovering the history of Africa, making 
it possible to follow the movements of its different peoples in both space 
and time, to understand the African vision of the world from the inside and 
to grasp the original features of the values on which the cultures and 
institutions of the continent are based. 

W e are indebted to the International Scientific Committee in charge of 
this General History of Africa, and to its Rapporteur and the editors and 
authors of the various volumes and chapters, for having shed a new light 
on the African past in its authentic and all-encompassing form and for 
having avoided any dogmatism in the study of essential issues. A m o n g 
these issues w e might cite: the slave trade, that 'endlessly bleeding wound ' , 
which was responsible for one of the cruellest mass deportations in the 
history of mankind, which sapped the African continent of its life-blood 
while contributing significantly to the economic and commercial expansion 
of Europe; colonization, with all the effects it had on population, economics, 
psychology and culture; relations between Africa south of the Sahara and 
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the Arab world; and, finally, the process of decolonization and nation-
building which mobilized the intelligence and passion of people still alive 
and sometimes still active today. All these issues have been broached with a 
concern for honesty and rigour which is not the least of the History's merits. 
By taking stock of our knowledge of Africa, putting forward a variety of view­
points on African cultures and offering a n e w reading of history, the History 
has the signal advantage of showing up the light and shade and of openly 
portraying the differences of opinion that m a y exist between scholars. 

By demonstrating the inadequacy of the methodological approaches 
which have long been used in research on Africa, this History calls for a 
new and careful study of the twofold problem areas of historiography and 
cultural identity, which are united by links of reciprocity. Like any 
historical work of value, the History paves the way for a great deal of 
further research on a variety of topics. 

It is for this reason that the International Scientific Committee, in 
close collaboration with Unesco, decided to embark on additional studies 
in an attempt to go deeper into a number of issues which will permit a clearer 
understanding of certain aspects of the African past. T h e findings being 
published in the series 'Unesco Studies and Documents - General History 
of Africa' will prove a useful supplement to the History, as will the works 
planned on aspects of national or subregional history. 

T h e General History sheds light both on the historical unity of Africa 
and also its relations with the other continents, particularly the Americas 
and the Caribbean. For a long time, the creative manifestations of the 
descendants of Africans in the Americas were lumped together by some 
historians as a heterogeneous collection of Africanisms. Needless to say, 
this is not the attitude of the authors of the History, in which the resistance 
of the slaves shipped to America, the constant and massive participation 
of the descendants of Africans in the struggles for the initial independence 
of America and in national liberation movements, are rightly perceived for 
what they were: vigorous assertions of identity, which helped forge the 
universal concept of mankind. Although the phenomenon m a y vary in 
different places, it is n o w quite clear that ways of feeling, thinking, dreaming 
and acting in certain nations of the western hemisphere have been marked 
by their African heritage. T h e cultural inheritance of Africa is visible every­
where, from the southern United States to northern Brazil, across the 
Caribbean and on the Pacific seaboard. In certain places it even underpins 
the cultural identity of some of the most important elements of the 
population. 

T h e History also clearly brings out Africa's relations with southern Asia 
across the Indian Ocean and the African contributions to other civilizations 
through mutual exchanges. 

I a m convinced that the efforts of the peoples of Africa to conquer or 
strengthen their independence, secure their development and assert their 
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cultural characteristics, must be rooted in historical awareness renewed, 
keenly felt and taken up by each succeeding generation. 

M y o w n background, the experience I gained as a teacher and as 
chairman, from the early days of independence, of the first commission set 
up to reform history and geography curricula in some of the countries of 
West and Central Africa, taught m e h o w necessary it was for the education 
of young people and for the information of the public at large to have a 
history book produced by scholars with inside knowledge of the problems 
and hopes of Africa and with the ability to apprehend the continent in its 
entirety. 

For all these reasons, Unesco's goal will be to ensure that this General 
History of Africa is widely disseminated in a large number of languages and 
is used as a basis for producing children's books, school textbooks and 
radio and television programmes. Young people, whether schoolchildren or 
students, and adults in Africa and elsewhere will thus be able to form a 
truer picture of the African continent's past and the factors that explain 
it, as well as a fairer understanding of its cultural heritage and its contribu­
tion to the general progress of mankind. T h e History should thus contribute 
to improved international cooperation and stronger solidarity a m o n g 
peoples in their aspirations to justice, progress and peace. This is, at least, 
m y most cherished hope. 

It remains for m e to express m y deep gratitude to the members of the 
International Scientific Committee, the Rapporteur, the different volume 
editors, the authors and all those w h o have collaborated in this tremendous 
undertaking. T h e work they have accomplished and the contribution they 
have m a d e plainly go to show how people from different backgrounds but 
all imbued with the same spirit of goodwill and enthusiasm in the service 
of universal truth can, within the international framework provided by 
Unesco, bring to fruition a project of considerable scientific and cultural 
import. M y thanks also go to the organizations and governments whose 
generosity has made it possible for Unesco to publish this History in 
different languages and thus ensure that it will have the worldwide impact 
it deserves and thereby serve the international community as a whole. 
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Description of the Project 

B. A. O G O T 

President, International Scientific Committee 
for the Drafting of a General History of Africa 

T h e General Conference of Unesco at its 16th Session instructed the 
Director-General to undertake the drafting of a General History of Africa. 
T h e enormous task of implementing the project was entrusted to an Inter­
national Scientific Commit tee which was established by the Executive 
Board in 1970. This Commit tee under the Statutes adopted by the Executive 
Board of Unesco in 1971, is composed of thirty-nine m e m b e r s (two-thirds 
of w h o m are African and one-third non-African) serving in their personal 
capacity and appointed by the Director-General of Unesco for the duration 
of the Committee's mandate. 

T h e first task of the Commi t tee was to define the principal characteristics 
of the work . These were defined at the first session of the Commit tee 
as follows: 

(a) Although aiming at the highest possible scientific level, the history 
does not seek to be exhaustive and is a work of synthesis avoiding dogmatism. 
In m a n y respects, it is a statement of problems showing the present state 
of knowledge and the main trends in research, and it does not hesitate 
to show divergencies of views where these exist. In this w a y , it prepares 
the ground for future work. 
(b) Africa is considered in this work as a totality. T h e aim is to show 
the historical relationships between the various parts of the continent, 
too frequently subdivided in works published to date. Africa's historical 
connections with the other continents receive due attention, these con­
nections being analysed in terms of mutual exchanges and multilateral 
influences, bringing out, in its appropriate light, Africa's contribution to 
the history of mankind. 
(c) The General History of Africa is, in particular, a history of ideas and 
civilizations, societies and institutions. It is based on a wide variety of 
sources, including oral tradition and art forms. 
(d) T h e History is viewed essentially from the inside. Although a scholarly 
work, it is also, in large measure, a faithful reflection of the w a y in which 
African authors view their o w n civilization. While prepared in an inter­
national framework and drawing to the full on the present stock of scientific 
knowledge, it should also be a vitally important element in the recognition 
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of the African heritage and should bring out the factors making for unity 
in the continent. This effort to view things from within is the novel feature 
of the project and should, in addition to its scientific quality, give it great 
topical significance. B y showing the true face of Africa, the History could, 
in an era absorbed in economic and technical struggles, offer a particular 
conception of h u m a n values. 

T h e Committee has decided to present the work covering over three 
million years of African history in eight volumes, each containing about 
eight hundred pages of text with illustrations, photographs, maps and line 
drawings. 

A chief editor, assisted if necessary by one or two co-editors, is responsible 
for the preparation of each volume. T h e editors are elected by the C o m ­
mittee either from a m o n g its members or from outside by a two-thirds 
majority. T h e y are responsible for preparing the volumes in accordance 
with the decisions and plans adopted by the Committee. O n scientific 
matters, they are accountable to the Committee or, between two sessions 
of the Committee, to its Bureau for the contents of the volumes, the final 
version of the texts, the illustrations and, in general, for all scientific and 
technical aspects of the History. T h e Bureau ultimately approves the final 
manuscript. W h e n it considers the manuscript ready for publication, it 
transmits it to the Director-General of Unesco. T h u s the Committee, or 
the Bureau between Committee sessions, remains fully in charge of the 
project. 

Each volume consists of some thirty chapters. Each chapter is the work 
of a principal author assisted, if necessary, by one or two collaborators. 
T h e authors are selected by the Committee on the basis of their curricula 
vitae. Preference is given to African authors, provided they have requisite 
qualifications. Special effort is also m a d e to ensure, as far as possible, 
that all regions of the continent, as well as other regions having historical 
or cultural ties with Africa, are equitably represented a m o n g the authors. 

W h e n the editor of a volume has approved texts of chapters, they are 
then sent to all m e m b e r s of the Committee for criticism. In addition, 
the text of the volume editor is submitted for examination to a Reading 
Committee, set up within the International Scientific Committee on the 
basis of the members ' fields of competence. T h e Reading Committee 
analyses the chapters from the standpoint of both substance and form. 
T h e Bureau then gives final approval to the manuscripts. 

Such a seemingly long and involved procedure has proved necessary, 
since it provides the best possible guarantee of the scientific objectivity 
of the General History of Africa. There have, in fact, been instances w h e n 
the Bureau has rejected manuscripts or insisted on major revisions or even 
reassigned the drafting of a chapter to another author. Occasionally, 
specialists in a particular period of history or in a particular question are 
consulted to put the finishing touches to a volume. 
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T h e work will be published first in a hard-cover edition in English, 
French and Arabic, and later in paperback editions in the same languages. 
A n abridged version in English and French will serve as a basis for trans­
lation into African languages. T h e Committee has chosen Kiswahili and 
Hausa as the first African languages into which the work will be translated. 

Also, every effort will be m a d e to ensure publication of the General 
History of Africa in other languages of wide international currency such 
as Chinese, Portuguese, Russian, G e r m a n , Italian, Spanish, Japanese, etc. 

It is thus evident that this is a gigantic task which constitutes an immense 
challenge to African historians and to the scholarly community at large, 
as well as to Unesco under whose auspices the work is being done. For 
the writing of a continental history of Africa, covering the last three million 
years, using the highest canons of scholarship and involving, as it must 
do, scholars drawn from diverse countries, cultures, ideologies and historical 
traditions, is surely a complex undertaking. It constitutes a continental, 
international and interdisciplinary project of great proportions. 

In conclusion, I would like to underline the significance of this work 
for Africa and for the world. At a time when the peoples of Africa are 
striving towards unity and greater cooperation in shaping their individual 
destinies, a proper understanding of Africa's past, with an awareness of 
c o m m o n ties a m o n g Africans and between Africa and other continents, 
should not only be a major contribution towards mutual understanding 
a m o n g the people of the earth, but also a source of knowledge of a cultural 
heritage that belongs to all mankind. 
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Note on Chronology 

It has been agreed to adopt the following method for writing dates. With 
regard to prehistory, dates m a y be written in two different ways. 

O n e way is by reference to the present era, that is, dates B P (before 
present), the reference year being +1950; all dates are negative in relation 
to +1950. 

T h e other way is by reference to the beginning of the Christian era. 
Dates are represented in relation to the Christian era by a simple + or 
— sign before the date. W h e n referring to centuries, the terms B C and 
A D are replaced by 'before the Christian era' and 'of the Christian era'. 

S o m e examples are as follows: 

(i) 2300 B P = - 3 5 0 
(ii) 2900 B C = — 2900 

A D 1 8 0 0 = +1800 
(iii) 5th century B C = 5th century before the Christian era 

3rd century A D = 3rd century of the Christian era 
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D. T. N IANE 

T h e present volume covers the history of Africa from the twelfth to the 
sixteenth century. T h e more traditional method of dividing the period 
under consideration into smaller time units seems scarcely relevant here: 
h o w can one date or one century have the same importance for a whole 
continent? In fact, one is led to ask whether it is really meaningful to 
treat the history of Africa in terms of such a period of time. 

Although the problem of subdivision remains, the proposed period does 
in fact present a certain unity, and from more than one point of view 
it constitutes a crucial phase in the historical evolution of the continent 
as a whole. Indeed it was a very special period, in which Africa developed 
its original culture and assimilated outside influences while retaining its 
o w n individuality. In the preceding volume, drawing on Arabic texts, 
Africa was shown to emerge from obscurity with the Musl im discovery 
of the rich Sudan to the south of the Sahara; this area was dominated 
by the Soninke, whose king, or Kaya Maghan, controlled all the western 
regions of the Sudan from the Niger Bend to the Senegal estuary. This 
vast empire, described in all its glory by al-Bakrï, was not the only large 
political grouping of the time. Contemporary with it were the Songhay 
empire and further east, as far as Lake Chad, the countries and kingdoms 
of K a n e m - B o r n u . 

Written records concerning Africa south of the Sahara become more 
abundant after the end of the eleventh century, and especially from the 
end of the thirteenth to the end of the fourteenth century. F r o m the middle 
of the fifteenth century w e are able to fill the gap with the aid of Portuguese 
sources, which tell us a good deal about the then-flourishing coastal 
kingdoms of West Africa - further proof that the absence of written records 
means virtually nothing. T h e Gulf of Guinea and the Congo estuary were 
great centres of civilization. Several major themes characterize the history 
of this period. 

First, there was the triumph of Islam over a large part of the continent, 
propagated both by soldiers and by merchants. T h e Muslims proved to 
be excellent traders and came to dominate the commercial world, helping 
to foster progress in science, philosophy and technology wherever they 
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settled. A s far as Africa is concerned, the essential fact is that Africa 
imparted its o w n stamp on Islam both in the north and in the vast Sudan 
region south of the Sahara. W e m a y recall that in the eleventh century 
the Almoravids, setting out from the Senegal estuary with armies which 
included large forces of Negroes from Takrür, conquered parts of the 
Maghrib and of the Iberian peninsula and restored sunna, a strict Musl im 
orthodoxy, throughout western Islam. 

Between 1050 and 1080 the Almoravids warred against the Ghana 
empire, which finally collapsed in 1076. There then began a sombre period 
of struggle for supremacy amongst the provinces of the empire. 1076 is 
an important date in the history both of the Maghrib and the Sudan, but 
at the time the fall of K o u m b i Säleh (the capital of Ghana) passed almost 
unnoticed because the trade in gold went on practically uninterrupted. 
In fact the gold trade probably increased, because certain vassal kingdoms 
of Ghana, namely Takrür and Manding, which were rich in gold, together 
with G a o , an ancient kingdom on the eastern branch of the Niger — all 
of them long ago converted to Islam - continued their active trade with 
the Berber Arabs. 

O n the other side, merchants from Arabia and the Persian Gulf opened 
up the eastern coasts of Africa, from the Horn to Madagascar, to inter­
continental trade. T h e rich trading settlements of Sofala, Kilwa and 
Mogadishu became Africa's outlets to the Indian Ocean. F r o m Egypt, Islam 
advanced towards Nubia, the eastern Sudan. But here it came up against 
strong resistance from the old Coptic Christian kingdoms, where the 
stubborn determination of the Nubians temporarily halted the march of 
Islam along the Nile. However, from the direction of the Red Sea, and 
chiefly from the Horn of Africa, Islam penetrated into the interior and 
fostered the establishment of Musl im states encircling the Christians. T h e 
struggle between the two religions was bitter in this region, with Ethiopia 
embodying the resistance to Islam from the twelfth to the fifteenth century. 
At the end of the fifteenth and the beginning of the sixteenth century 
the Neguses profited from a new Christian force represented by the 
Portuguese. 

In Chapter 17 below, Professor Tamrat emphasizes the particularly 
African form of Christianity which then prevailed in Ethiopia, with its 
no less original art and the characteristic style of its churches. King Lalibela 
{c. 1181-^.1221), known as 'Saint Louis of Ethiopia', founded a new 
capital which he called ' N e w Jerusalem'; the pious ruler intended it as 
a place of pilgrimage for his subjects, since Ethiopia was cut off from the 
patriarchate of Alexandria and the cradle of Christianity. Monasteries 
sprang up all over the high plateaux of Ethiopia, and in the silence of 
these lofty and almost impregnable fastnesses the monks wrote the history 
of the kings and planned reform. In the middle of the fifteenth century 
Ethiopian Christianity was at its height, preserving and giving Christian 
form to early, pre-Christian, African religious practices. T h e ancient 
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Cushitic influence survived in festivals, dances, songs and animal sacrifices. 
Here, again, the African personality asserted itself, for the Christianity 
of Nubia and Ethiopia, like African Islam, took a completely African form. 

Along the coast, from the Horn to Madagascar, an original Musl im 
African civilization developed around the Muslim trading settlements: the 
Swahili civilization. It found expression in a language of the same name, 
which retained the Bantu structure with many Arabic loan-words, and 
it was to spread all over East Africa from the coast to the great lakes, 
and thence gradually to the River Congo. Thus did the influence of Islam 
make itself felt, directly or indirectly, throughout the region. 

People have often wanted to k n o w the reasons for Islam's rapid success, 
not only in Africa but also elsewhere. It has to be remembered that the 
way of life of the nomads of Arabia was not very different from that of 
the Berbers and fallähin of North Africa. In the Sudan, apart from the 
warlike episode of the Almoravids, Islam spread slowly and peacefully in 
the interior. There were no established clergy or missionaries as in the 
Christian West. Islam, a religion of cities and courts, did not destroy the 
traditional structures. Neither the kings of the Sudan nor the sultans of 
East Africa went to war with the purpose of converting their people. Trade 
was the main consideration and Islam showed enough flexibility to ask 
no more of the conquered peoples than that they pay taxes; thus each 
was able to preserve its own personality. 

T h e second main theme of this period is closely linked to Islam and 
its spread. It is the amazing extension of trade relations, cultural exchanges 
and h u m a n contacts. F rom the Indus to Gibraltar, from the Red Sea to 
Madagascar, from North Africa to the sub-Saharan regions, m e n and goods 
circulated so freely that Robert Cornevin, writing of the economic unity 
of the Muslim world and African Islam's political independence of 
Baghdad, has said: 

In the modern world, tormented by frontiers, where one needs a 
passport and a visa every time one moves, it is hard to imagine this 
unity. Throughout the Middle Ages the Musl im pilgrim or merchant, 
wherever he went, from the Indus to Spain or the Sudan, found 
everywhere the same language, the same way of life and also the same 
religion, for the Kharijite and Shrite heresies seem to have been 
political rather than specifically religious. 

F r o m the twelfth to the sixteenth century, Africa became a crossroads 
of international trade, exercising an extraordinary attraction on the rest 
of the world. In Chapter 26 below, J. Dévisse demonstrates eloquently 
that it was the Indian Ocean rather than the Mediterranean which became 
a kind of mare islamicum, until China's predominance began, based on 
navigation by dhows. 

Inter-regional relations were equally developed. Immense caravans, 
some numbering as m a n y as 6000 or even 12 000 camels, crossed the Sahara 
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from north to south, carrying provisions and goods of all kinds. Between 
the savannahs of the Sudan and the forest regions farther south, from 
Casamance to the Gulf of Guinea, there grew a busy traffic almost unknown 
to the Arabs, for w h o m , outside the area of G a o and Mali which they 
knew, there was nothing but desert. Nowadays archaeology, toponymy and 
linguistics help us to a better understanding of the age-old relations between 
the savannah and the forest. South of the Equator there was no Muslim 
influence, but inter-regional exchanges took place on a considerable scale, 
owing to movements of population and to frequent contacts that occurred 
at markets and fairs. 

T h e fundamental cultural unity of the African continent m a y be ex­
plained by the exchanges that took place between regions during this 
period. N e w food crops were introduced, mainly from the Indian Ocean, 
and techniques were transmitted from one region to another. In order to 
bring out the originality of Africa south of the Sudan, a region less well 
known to the Arabs and all other foreigners, the authors of Chapters 19-23 
below have stressed the economic, social and political life of the areas from 
the great lakes to the rivers Congo, Zambezi and L impopo, vast stretches 
almost uninfluenced by Islam. After the upper Nile valley, from Aswan 
to the sources of the river, the southern part of Africa comes in for special 
mention, and w e shall return to this. In addition to gold, Africa exported 
worked and unworked ivory across the Indian Ocean to Arabia and India. 
T h e flourishing crafts of the Sudan and the rich agriculture of the Niger 
valley also contributed to trade across the Sahara: cereals, slippers, skins 
and cotton goods were exported to the north; and the royal courts at Niani 
and G a o , towns like Timbuktu, and the Hausa cities of K a n o and Katsina 
imported mainly luxury goods such as silks, brocades and richly orna­
mented weapons. 

T h e Sudan also exported slaves for use in the courts of the Maghrib 
and Egypt - w o m e n for the harems and m e n for the sultan's ceremonial 
guard. It should be noted that Sudanese pilgrims also purchased slaves 
in Cairo, especially those skilled in the arts, including musicians. S o m e 
authors have given exaggeratedly high figures for the number of slaves 
exported to Arab countries from the Sudan and the east coast. But however 
m a n y black slaves there were in Iraq, Morocco or the Maghrib in general, 
it must be emphasized that there is no comparison between the slave trade 
in the period with which we are concerned and that trade which was set 
up by Europeans on the Atlantic coasts of Africa, after the discovery of 
the N e w World, to supply labour for the American sugar and cotton 
plantations. Volumes V and V I will concentrate on this 'haemorrhage' 
called the slave trade. 

Finally, a third theme to emphasize is the development throughout Africa 
of kingdoms and empires between the twelfth and sixteenth centuries. For 
m a n y years, colonial historians and researchers sought to give credence 
to the idea that states developed south of the Sahara as a result of Arab 
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influence. Although such influence is unquestioned in the Sudan-Sahel
area - but even there several kingdoms emerged before Islam was intro¬

duced into the region - it must be acknowledged that states such as the

kingdom of the Kongo, Zimbabwe and Monomotapa owed little or nothing
to the influence of Islam. Obviously, the urban life of the Maghrib and
Sudan-Sahel is better known, thanks to written Arab accounts.

Trading towns bordered both sides of the Sahara, and a dynamic class
of merchants and men of letters created a lively economic and cultural

life in Jenne, Niani, Gao, Timbuktu and Walata in the western Sudan.
North of the Sahara were Sijilmasa, Tuat, Wargla, Marrakesh, Fez and

Cairo. In the central Sudan, in Kanem-Bornu and the Hausa cities such

as Zaria, Katsina and Kano, there was a cultural and economic life no
less intense. This was influenced by the Wangara, people who, like the

Hausa, specialized in trade. On the east coast of Africa, ArabPersian
colonies which had settled in the ports during the ninth and tenth centuries

made Mombasa, and especially Sofala and Madagascar, active trade centres
in constant communication with India and China.

At the same time, on the political level, the Sudan had its own insti¬
tutions and social structures which the superficial Islam of the courts left

untouched. The Berbers adopted Arab ways very slowly. Arabic was a
means of communication among men of letters close to the mosques and

among some wealthy merchants in the towns of the Sudan, but there was

v. . V rr'. ». . I

plate i.i Al-Idrisis map ofthe world (12th century ofthe Christian era). The map includes

Egypt, Arabia and Iran; the east coast of Africa can be seen at the bottom right-hand corner
ofthe map. Al-IdrisVs map is based on the cartographic conception putforward earlier by Ptolemy

(The original is kept in the manuscript room housing the map collections ofthe Royal Library,
under reference No BNjGE AA 2004.)
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no Arabization. Even in the Maghrib, where Arabization followed on the 
heels of the imposition of Islam, the Berber substratum remained very 
m u c h alive and the Berber language is still used even today in the mountain­
ous areas. Egypt became the cultural centre of the Musl im world, displacing 
Baghdad, Damascus and the towns of Arabia, which could no longer claim 
the prestige of the pilgrimage. Since the tenth and eleventh centuries, the 
Maghrib and western Andalusia had been important centres for the 
diffusion of science and philosophy to Europe. They played a large part 
in preparing Europe for a scientific and cultural renaissance. 

Southern Italy was touched by this Muslim influence, for it was at the 
court of the Christian king, Roger of Sicily, that al-Idrîsï produced his 
famous Geography in 1154, bringing together all the knowledge then avail­
able on the countries of the world. Al-Idrisfs book was a great step forward; 
thanks to his work, Italy discovered Africa and their businessmen thence­
forward took an interest in this eldorado. But Europe's hour had not yet 
come. 

O n the political level, after the Almoravid episode, which brought gold 
from the Sudan to Spain, the Muslims rapidly lost their m o m e n t u m and 
their empire declined from the beginning of the twelfth century. King 
Alfonso V I of Castile recaptured the rich city of Toledo from the Muslims. 
In 1086 Ibn Tâshfîn briefly rekindled the torch of the Almoravids, and 
led a Muslim army, which included a large body of m e n from Takrür, 
to a dazzling victory over the Christians at Zallaca, where the black warriors 
of the Almoravids distinguished themselves. In Africa itself, in the Sudan 
and the Maghrib, the eleventh century ended with the disintegration of 
Almoravid power. T h e rivalries between the kaba'il1 of the Maghrib and 
the Sahara, and the resistance of the Ghana provinces after the death of 
A b u Bakr in Tagant in 1087, put an end to the efforts of the Almoravids 
in sub-Saharan Africa. 

So for northern Africa the twelfth century opened with the Almoravids 
in retreat on several fronts. King Roger II of the ' T w o Sicilies' ventured 
as far as the African coast and imposed tribute on certain ports which 
harboured the Barbary pirates. But such temerity was cut short by the 
Muslim revival under the Almohads in the twelfth century. Further east, 
in Egypt, the revival came about under the Ayyubids, and more particularly 
under the Mamluks in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. T h e 
Christians were at this time intensifying their crusading movement in the 
Middle East, but Egypt under the M a m l u k dynasty put a stop to the 
European drive; the Crusaders were obliged to take refuge in 'kraks' or 
fortresses and they lost control of Jerusalem. While Egypt was thus contain­
ing the Christian peril in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, its 
schools were flourishing and giving a special brilliance to Muslim civil-

1. Kabila (pi. kaba'il): 'a large agnatic group, the members of which claim to be descended 
from one c o m m o n ancestor' and w h o may 'jointly own an area of grazing land'. Encyclopaedia 
of Islam, new edn, Vol. 4, pp. 334-5. In this volume the plural is given as kabilas. 
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ization. This was also the era of expansion and the apogee of the kingdoms 
and empires of the Sudan, to which w e must now turn our attention. 

In Chapters 6-10 below, black African experts have studied the rise 
of the states of Mali, Songhay and Kanem-Bornu and the kingdoms of 
Mossi and D a g o m b a within the Niger Bend. T h e study of the institutions 
of Mali and the kingdom of Mossi, for example, reveals their c o m m o n 
basis in African tradition. Islam, the state religion of Mali and Gao, fostered 
the rise of a literate class. Ever since the Ghana empire, the Wangara 
(Soninke and Malinke), specialists in trade, had stimulated the economic 
life of the area, organizing caravans bound for the southern forests, from 
which they brought back kola nuts, gold, palm oil, ivory and valuable timber 
in exchange for smoked fish, cotton goods and articles made of copper. 

The Muslim emperors of Mali developed their relations with Egypt at 
the expense of the Maghrib. In the fourteenth century the empire was 
at its height, but little is known of the twelfth century. Fortunately al-Idrïsï, 
partly relying on information supplied by al-Bakrï, tells us of the existence 
of the kingdoms of Takrür, D o , Mali and Gao . T h e traditions of Manding, 
Wagadu and Takrür still show us today how bitter the struggle for 
supremacy was between the successor provinces after the breakup of the 
Ghana empire. 

W e n o w know, through the study of oral traditions, that between the 
fall of Ghana and the rise of Mali there was an interlude under the domin­
ation of the Soso, a Soninke-Mandingo splinter group w h o had rebelled 
against Islam and w h o for a time imposed unity on the provinces once 
governed by the kaya maghan. With the thirteenth century the rise of the 
kingdom of Mali began. The great conqueror Sundiata Keita defeated 
Sumaguru, king of the Soso, at the famous battle of Kirina in 1235, and 
founded the new Mandingo empire. Sundiata, faithful to the traditions 
of his ancestors w h o had been converted to Islam in 1050, restored 
relations with black and Arab traders and m e n of letters. From 1230 to 
1255 he established institutions which for hundreds of years were to 
influence the empires and kingdoms which followed one another in the 
western Sudan. T h e Sahara was once more crossed by pilgrims; the great 
traffic across the desert resumed. 

Merchants and black pilgrims met in the streets of Cairo. Black embassies 
were set up in the cities of the Maghrib. Cultural and economic relations 
with the Muslim world were particularly strengthened in the fourteenth 
century, in the reigns of the flamboyant Mansa M ü s ä I and Mansa 
Sulaymän. In central Sudan, K a n e m and Bornu maintained still closer 
relations with Egypt and Libya. Arab sources, local written records and 
oral traditions combine once more to throw light on the fourteenth century 
in the Sudan. This is an appropriate place to mention certain Arab writers -
historians, geographers, travellers and court secretaries - who have left 
us an excellent body of documentation on Africa, particularly concerning 
the fourteenth century. 
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T h e greatest historian of the Middle Ages, Ibn Khaldfln (1332-1406), 
came from the Maghrib. H e was involved in the political life of his time, 
not only in the courts of Fez and Tunis but also in Andalusia. After various 
misfortunes he retired to a castle to write. His monumental Kitäb al-'Ibär 
{Universal History including the section translated as 'History of the 
Berbers') is the most detailed socio-historical study of the Maghrib ever 
written, and one of its volumes contains some celebrated passages on the 
empire of Mali. It is to Ibn Khaldün that w e owe the list of kings of the 
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, until 1390. His Mukaddima - the 
Prolegomena or introduction to the History - is a major work in its o w n 
right; it laid the foundations of sociology and defined the principles of 
a scientific and objective history based on the critical appraisal of sources. 

Ibn Battflta, a veritable globe-trotter of the fourteenth century, wrote 
accounts of China, the east coast of Africa, and a report of a journey to 
Mali which are still model ethnological studies. Nothing escaped his 
attention - ways of life, food problems, modes of government, popular 
customs - all are treated with authority and accuracy. It is Ibn Battüta 
w h o provides us with our fullest information on the coast of East Africa, 
inter-regional trade in Africa, and the importance of trade in the Indian 
Ocean. O f the Maldive Islands he wrote: 

T h e currency here is the cowrie. It is a creature they gather from 
the sea. They put it in pits, and the flesh disappears, leaving only 
white bone . . . They trade through the med ium of these cowries, on 
the basis of four bustu to one dinar. Sometimes the value sinks to 
twelve bustu to one dinar. They sell them to the people of Bangala 
[Bengal] in exchange for rice. T h e cowrie is also the currency used 
by the people of Bilad Bangala . . . It is also the coinage used by the 
'Sudan' [black men ] in their o w n country. I have seen it sold at Malli 
[Niani, in the empire of Mali] and G u g u [Gao, capital of Songhay] 
at 1150 to one gold dinar. 

During this period the cowrie shell was the currency of most of the king­
doms of the Sudan. T h e fact that they are only found in the Maldive 
Islands shows h o w highly developed was the circulation of m e n and goods 
in Africa and the Indian Ocean. 

A third author w h o gives us accurate information based on carefully 
sifted documentation is Ibn Fadl Allah al-'Umari, secretary to the M a m l u k 
court between 1340 and 1348. T h e kings of the Sudan at that time main­
tained consulates in Cairo to assist the hundreds of pilgrims on their way 
to Mecca. Al - 'Umar i had part of the royal archives at his disposal, and 
also sought information both from the citizens of Cairo w h o had met the 
kings of the Sudan as they passed through, and from the travellers from 
the Sudan themselves. His 'Description of Africa excepting Egypt' is one 
of the chief sources for the history of medieval Africa. Finally there is 
Leo Africanus, guest of the Pope, w h o visited the Sudan twice at the 
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beginning of the sixteenth century. His descriptions of western and central 
Sudan are very important for us and concern the era when history shifted 
in the favour of the 'white caravels'. B y the end of the sixteenth century 
the decline was complete and the towns of the Sudan slowly withered away. 

Five centuries later, in 1914, K o u m b i Säleh (Ghana) was identified and 
excavated. Awdaghust, the famous trading town between K o u m b i and 
Sijilmasa, has for the last ten years drawn archaeologists to its site, and 
Professors J. Dévisse and S. Robert have found several levels of h u m a n 
occupation there. Treasures have also been discovered which prove that 
Aouker was indeed the 'Land of Gold'. Further south, at Niani, the capital 
of Mali, a city built of beaten earth bricks, the tumuli are being excavated 
and sifted; year by year the medieval city, capital of Sundiata and of Mansa 
M ü s ä I, yields up its secrets. Archaeology increasingly proves itself to be 
an indispensable science for extracting from the soil of Africa evidence 
more eloquent than either texts or tradition. 

N o w w e must turn to that part of Africa unknown to Islam. As we 
have already said, the absence of written evidence means nothing; the 
equatorial, central and southern regions of Africa offer an excellent illus­
tration of this fact, with their stone monuments reminiscent of the kingdoms 
of ancient Egypt. These Cyclopean constructions, far inland, these 
Zimbabwes and Mapungubwes , can be counted by the dozen. These 
fortified towns and giant stairways built by the Bantu people show h o w 
far certain techniques were developed without the use of writing. There 
is no need to dwell on all the theories that have been put forward con­
cerning the builders of these stone monuments , for it goes without saying 
that colonialists could not accept the idea that the ancestors of the Shona 
or the Matabele were responsible for such staggering creations. No r were 
colonialist historians willing to admit that black m e n were able to build 
in stone. In his book, Africa before the White Men, Basil Davidson's title 
for chapter IX, on central and southern Africa, is 'The builders of the 
south'. In it he offers a new vision of the problems of African history, 
returning to Africa its just due, the moral benefit of the work of its ancestors. 

T h e Portuguese, coming up the east coast of Africa after rounding the 
Cape of Good H o p e , had heard in Sofala of a powerful empire inland. 
They even entered into contact with some natives w h o came to the coast 
regularly to trade with the Arabs. T h e earliest Portuguese records speak 
of the kingdom of Benametapa. D a Goes gives one of the first descriptions 
of the stone monuments now familiar to everyone through pictures: 

In the middle of this country is a fortress built of large and heavy 
stones both within and without . . . a very curious construction and 
well built, for it is said no mortar can be seen holding the stones 
together. In other parts of the said plain are other fortresses built 
in the same manner, in each of which the king has captains. T h e 
King of Benametapa lives in great style, and is served with great 
deference, on bended knee.2 
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D e Barros adds: 'the natives of this country call all these edifices 
"Symbaoe", which in their tongue means "court", because thus m a y be 
denoted any place where Benametapa m a y be, and they say all the other 
dwellings of the king bear this name because they are royal property'.3 

This is reminiscent of 'Madugu ' , the name given to the residences of the 
rulers of Mali. 

Today, thanks to the work of many researchers, central and southern 
Africa are better known. T h e joint efforts of linguists, archaeologists and 
anthropologists have already thrown m u c h light on these buildings and 
their creators. Z imbabwe and M w e n e Mutapa (the Benametapa of the 
Portuguese and the modern Monomotapa) were powerful kingdoms which 
reached their greatest heights between the eleventh and fourteenth cen­
turies, and were thus contemporary with the empires of Ghana and Mali 
in the north. T h e power of these kingdoms was based on a strong social 
and political organization. Like the kaya magkan, the M w e n e Mutapa (this 
was the royal title) had a monopoly of gold, and like his contemporary 
in the Sudan he was 'lord of metals'.4 These regions, which today correspond 
to parts of Mozambique, Z imbabwe, Zambia and Malawi, were lands rich 
in copper, gold and iron. According to Davidson, 'thousands of ancient 
mines have been discovered, perhaps as m a n y as 60 000 or 70 000'. 

Chronology still presents problems, but what is certain is that although 
Zimbabwe and M w e n e Mutapa were still great powers when the Portuguese 
came, decadence had already set in, and was to be accelerated by the rapacity 
and depredations of the Portuguese and the other Europeans w h o came 
after them. T h e people of these lands practised terraced farming and had 
developed a flourishing agriculture. It is becoming more and more clear 
that the different ethnic groups and local cultures all stemmed from the 
same Bantu origin. In one sense, ethnology did history a disservice in 
regarding each ethnic group as a distinct race; but fortunately linguistics 
permits us to rehabilitate the picture. All the tiny groups that were born 
out of the turmoil of four centuries of slave-trading and man-hunting are 
part of the same Bantu world. T h e Bantu superimposed themselves on 
earlier populations and drove pygmy and other non-Negroid groups 
towards the inhospitable forests and the deserts. Excavation is proceeding 
in Zambia; the young republic of Z imbabwe offers a very promising field 
of research. In the Transvaal and other areas of South Africa, vestiges 
still exist of brilliant civilizations which arose before the twelfth century. 

After their first attribution of Z imbabwe and M w e n e Mutapa to the 
Phoenicians, thus renewing the gilded legend of the 'Land of Ophir', 
researchers have come round to a more objective view. Most of them now 

2. Translated from D . da Goes, French trans, n.d. 
3. J. de Barros, Eng. trans. 1937. 
4. For certain authors, the meaning of M w e n e Mutapa is 'master pillager'; for others, it 

is 'lord of metals'. 
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recognize that outside influences were non-existent. David Randall-
Maclver, an Egyptologist w h o visited Southern Rhodesia (Zimbabwe), has 
declared that the monuments are of African origin. Scientific archaeology 
finds expression when he writes: 

There is no trace of any oriental or European style of any period 
whatever . . . the character of the dwellings enclosed in the stone ruins 
and forming an integral part of them is unmistakably African . . . T h e 
arts and techniques exemplified in the objects found in the houses 
are typically African, except when they are clearly medieval or post-
medieval imports. 

These words were written in 1905 but the archaeological evidence failed 
to discourage the advocates of the 'Ophir' theory. A quarter of a century 
later, however, D r Gertrude Caton-Thompson wrote an account of the 
culture of Z imbabwe in which, according to Basil Davidson, she confirmed 
with crystal clarity and with great archaeological intuition what Maclver 
had said before her. D r Caton-Thompson, whose book was based on 
rigorous archaeological investigation, wrote: ' A study of all the existing 
evidence, from every sector, has not been able to produce a single article 
which does not accord with the claims of Bantu origin and medieval date.'5 

In Chapter 21 of the present volume, working from archaeological data, 
Professor Fagan has shown that Z imbabwe and the other civilizations of 
the south developed well before the sixteenth century and were almost 
completely sheltered from outside influences, or at least that the latter 
had no substantial effect on their genesis. 

W e can easily imagine the grandiloquent account w e should have had 
from an Arab pen, if geographers and travellers had visited Z imbabwe 
and the kingdom of the 'lord of the metals', as they did Ghana and Mali. 
They might have written: 'Great Z imbabwe and its stone enclosures rise 
up as enigmatic as the pyramids, bearing witness to the strength and 
cohesion of the institutions that ruled over the m e n w h o raised these m o n u ­
ments to the glory of their kings, and of their gods.' 

T h e surprise and wonder of the Portuguese sailors when they reached 
the 'Ethiopia of the west' (modern West Africa) began at the estuary of 
the Senegal river. It was in Senegambia that they came into contact with 
the mansas of Mali and established relations with the kings of Wolof. 
Aboard their caravels in the river estuaries, these emulators of the Muslims 
inquired about the sources of gold. T h e first thing that struck them was 
the country's political and administrative organization, its prosperity and 
the abundance of its wealth. T h e further south they sailed, the more con­
scious they were of their o w n poverty and their greed increased, diminish­
ing their sense of superiority which they derived from their Christian faith. 

In Chapters 12-14 w e s e e t n e state of affairs on the Atlantic coast of 

5. G . Caton-Thompson, 1931. 
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Upper Guinea and in the Gulf of Guinea; in other words, in Senegambia 
and the Niger delta. Although our knowledge is still meagre, w e k n o w 
that the forests were not an environment hostile to h u m a n settlement, as 
so m a n y Africanists have maintained; a vast field for research has been 
opened to the investigations of historians and archaeologists. T h e cities 
of Benin and the lovely Yoruba sculptures developed in this forest environ­
ment. T h e heads of brass, the bas-reliefs in the palaces and m a n y of the 
works of art which are today found in the British M u s e u m and the m u s e u m s 
of Berlin and Brussels were attributed to hypothetical non-Africans, until 
good sense prevailed and placed those pieces in their social and cultural 
context, recognizing that their only begetters were the native populations 
themselves. Today the connection is well established between the earthen­
ware of the brilliant N o k civilization (500 years before the Christian era) 
and the Benin bronzes of the tenth to fifteenth centuries of the Christian era. 
But what floods of ink were spilled to defraud Africa of its past, what crimes 
committed to strip it of its artistic masterpieces! 

This brief survey has shown that there were m a n y kinds of African states. 
T h e clan or lineage was the rudimentary form of state; their members 
recognized a c o m m o n ancestor and they lived under an elected chief or 
patriarch, whose essential function was to ensure a fair distribution of group 
wealth. H e was both father-provider and father-judge. T h e clan inhabited 
a clearly defined territory or else it had an area in which to roam, if its 
members were nomadic herdsmen. In the deserts (the Sahara) or the forests 
they occupied larger or smaller territories; they often established symbiotic 
relations with more sedentary peoples with w h o m they exchanged the fruits 
of their labours. T h e clan chief did not have discretionary power, but when 
the group's income rose the chief benefited from the surplus and no longer 
had to work with his hands; he became the judge in disputes that arose 
over the sharing out of land. 

T h e kingdom grouped together several clans. Frequently, the king was 
the head of the dominant clan, for example, the Keita clan, founders of 
the Mali empire in the thirteenth century. T h e king was assisted by a 
council whose members were dependent upon him for sustenance; the 
kingdom occupied a fairly extensive territory, although each clan retained 
its land-holding customs and particular religious rites. W h a t was important 
was the allegiance owed to the king, which was expressed by the payment 
of taxes (often in kind). Although he was a political ruler, the king usually 
retained the religious attributes of the clan chief; he was sacred. This 
'sacred' quality was clearest in the cases of the king of the Kongo , the 
ruler of Monomotapa and the emperor of Mali: their subjects swore oaths 
in their name. 

In theory, those rulers w h o m w e call 'emperors', although they did not 
control vast areas of land, at least ruled over kings w h o had a fair degree 
of autonomy. T h e Almohad empire, for example, covered a good part of 
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the Maghrib; the sultan, w h o came from a kabila or clan, had under h im 
other sultans w h o in their turn had authority over clan chiefs or shaykhs. 
T h e emperor or mansa of Mali had twelve provinces, including two 
kingdoms, under his authority. Whether king or emperor, the sovereign 
was always assisted by a council; in general, this body was a moderating 
influence because a 'constitution' or 'custom' always circumscribed power. 

W e have already mentioned the city-states which, in point of fact, were 
kingdoms reduced to the scale of a city and its immediately surrounding 
territory; the Hausa cities or the Yoruba cities of Benin were the most 
typical examples. Here, too, institutional structures were complex; officials 
and aristocrats made up the king's court. T h e Hausa cities recognized a 
mother city, Daura; for the Yoruba, it was Ife which fulfilled this role. 
T h e tie that bound these often warring states was their c o m m o n culture. 

W e have therefore banished from our vocabulary such terms as 'seg­
mented' or 'stateless' societies, words dear to the researchers and historians 
of a certain period. W e have banished also such terms as 'tribe', 'Hamitic' 
and 'fetishist'. In certain parts of Africa, the word 'tribe' has acquired 
pejorative connotations. Since independence, social and political conflicts 
have been called 'tribal wars', with the implication of'wars among savages'. 
T h e word 'tribalism' was created to fit these circumstances. Originally, 
a tribe was the name for a socio-cultural group; today, as applied to Africa, 
it means a 'primitive' or 'backward' unit. T h e word 'fetishism' has a no 
less derogatory sense; it is used to describe traditional African religion 
and has become synonymous with 'charlatanism' or 'the religion of savages', 
if one can call African observances a religion. 'Animism', as a description 
of the traditional religion of Africa, also carries a negative charge. Rather 
than fetishism or animism, w e will speak of the traditional religion of Africa. 

T h e word 'Hamitic' has a long history. It was used to describe certain 
white pastoral peoples, so-called 'bearers of civilization'. These presumed 
pastoralists, whose reality or historical existence has never been d e m o n ­
strated, are supposed to have wandered hither and thither through the 
continent, bringing culture and civilization to black agriculturalists. 
Strangely enough, the origin of the word is H a m (the biblical ancestor 
of the blacks). H o w this word came to designate a white people is an 
intriguing mystery. It is, in fact, one of the greatest historical mystifications. 
Colonial historians held that herdsmen were superior to tillers of the soil, 
which has no basis in fact. It is sad that colonialism, by exacerbating the 
rivalries between clans and between agricultural and pastoral peoples, left 
a veritable powder keg in R w a n d a and Burundi on the eve of independence, 
in the form of the struggles between the Tutsi and the Bahutu. T h e 
persecutions and bloody episodes of 1962-3 must be laid at the door of 
the Belgian colonialists w h o had fanned the flames of discord for more 
than half a century between the clans of their 'colonies', between 'Hamitic' 
stock-raisers and 'black' cultivators. 

T h e way to decolonize history is precisely to knock d o w n these false 
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theories and all the prejudice raised by colonialism in order to establish 
the system of domination and exploitation and to justify a policy of inter­
vention. These pseudo-scientific theories are still to be found in m a n y 
works and even in our school textbooks. It is important here to bring some 
precision to history. 

M 



The unification of the 
Maghrib under the 
Almohads 

O . S A I D I 

T h e Almohad period, from the middle of the twelfth century to the middle 
of the thirteenth, marks the high point of attempts to unify the Maghrib, 
and even the whole Muslim West. T h e Almohad attempt at unification, 
which later powers tried vainly to restore, completely transcended that of 
the preceding Almoravids. It stemmed from a religious 'reform' led by 
the famous M a h d ï of the Almohads, Ibn Tümart; it rested on a well-
organized 'community', the Muwahhidün ('unitarians') and it developed into 
a total political enterprise. T h e venture was led by the rulers of a dynasty, 
the Mu'minids, founded by one of Ibn Tûmart's earliest and most dis­
tinguished companions. 

This unification venture was far from having only religious and political 
motives and objectives; it was also influenced by economic considerations, 
imperatives and constraints. T h e two essential elements were, on the one 
hand, control of the various great trans-Saharan trade routes (or at least 
of their northern outlets) and, on the other, the integration of the various 
economic growth points of the Maghrib and the Muslim West, by extending 
the former Almoravid domain to the Maghrib and Ifrïkiya. 

T h e religious situation in the Maghrib and the Almohad 
quest 

Orthodoxy and Islam 

In the middle of the eleventh century, the esoteric, Batinite ShFite, prose­
lytizing drive, or Da'wa, was still powerful, despite the political decline 
of the Fatimids in Egypt;1 the movement towards unification, which had 
begun long before - at least from the Mu'tazilite set-back in the middle 
of the ninth century - was slow, and the community remained fragmented. 

Various approaches can be distinguished in the quest for unification, 
which had not yet achieved a doctrinal synthesis. O n e was ascetic purifica-

i. See A . Laroui, 1970, p. 163. 
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tion, based on the study of Sunnï tradition and hadïth., which was capable 
of falling into the excesses of Süfism; another was the codification of the 
law, which often declined into formalism and a quasi-mechanical ritualism; 
and a third, the deepening and refinement of the theological propositions 
of the Ash'arite synthesis.2 

These approaches - in opposition to Shfism and falsafa (philosophy) 
- and these partial, if not personal, attempts at a synthesis were notable, 
as we shall see, for a real effort at the unification of the community over 
a long period of time, to an extent that was inversely proportional to the 
political fragmentation of Islam. It is in the light of these developments 
that we must examine the situation of Islam and of orthodoxy, not only 
in the Maghrib but also in the whole of the Musl im West .3 

Islam had very great difficulty in establishing its sway and achieving 
unity in the Maghrib.4 There it met the strongest and the most tenacious 
resistance, which soon took the form of the Khäridjite 'heresy', character­
ized by a mixture of anarchy and egalitarianism, which was particularly 
attractive to nomadic and rural societies. In its ideas and organizational 
forms this heresy drew on ethnic traditions, and profited from the particular 
ways in which Islamic sovereignty was then exercised to establish itself 
among the Berbers, amongst w h o m its preachers attacked both the 
hereditary principle in the succession to the caliphate and the primacy 
of any given tribe, even that of the Prophet.5 

Khäridjism in the Maghrib was not always a strictly doctrinal attitude; 
it also served as an ideological cover for all kinds of opposition; the term 
sometimes denoted attitudes marked by great negligence in the observance 
of religious duties, and in certain cases even the negation of Islam. In 
addition, it is important to remember the long survival of Berber customary 
law, which continued, sometimes running counter to Islamic law, until 
the Almoravid Yüsuf b. Tâshfîn. 

In spite of the immense efforts of the Umayyads in Spain, the Idrisids 
and even the Fatimids to spread Islam, it was not until the time of the 
Almoravids and the Almohads that the major corruptions of Islam began 
to disappear, including the more obvious forms of Berber dissidence which 
generally overlay socio-economic attitudes that have not yet been adequately 
investigated. 

Another characteristic of Islam in the Maghrib, which prevails there 
to this day, was the adoption of Mälikism. T h e disciples of Malik b. Anas, 

2. For al-Ash'arï (born 873-4, died 935-6 of the Christian era) see Encyclopaedia of 
Islam, new edn, Vol. i, pp. 694-5. 

3. It is clear that Ibn Tumart's opposition to the religious position of the Maghrib 
is a practical illustration of that position itself and of the attitude of the Muslim West 
towards the different Islamic schools of religious thought. 

4. Cf. especially I. Goldziher, 1887; M . Talbi, 1966, pp. 17-21. 
5. O n the success of these propositions and the recalcitrant attitude of the Berbers, 

see Talbi, op. cit., p. 19. 
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such as Ibn al-Käsim, propagated and consolidated his doctrine in the 
Maghrib through local devotees.6 Kayrawän soon became a focal point 
of Mälikism and provided a line of doctors of the law, including I m a m 
Sahnün (776-854 of the Christian era), a zealous propagandist of the school 
of Ibn al-Käsim, w h o often succeeded in identifying with the mass of the 
people, especially against the Fatimid Shfite offensive of the tenth century.7 

Whereas the foundations of the religious law - the Koran and hadiths 
- occupied a smaller and smaller place, the manuals of furù1 (treatises of 
applied jurisprudence) became the principal authority in the practice of 
law. This tendency sometimes even resulted in scorn for the study of the 
hadiths, as can be seen in the teaching of a great scholar and kadi of Cordova, 
al-Asbagh Ibn Khalfl.8 T h e few timid attempts at dissent - such as that 
of Bakï b. Makhlad9 - came to nothing in the face of the impregnable 
fortress formed by the 'guild' of Mâlikite jurists, w h o were often wealthy 
landowners. 

T h e situation was also characterized by the lack of interest on the part 
of the jurists, or fukakä', in the spiritualist dogmas then prevailing in the 
East. ' ° They claimed to keep to the literal 'truth' of the word of G o d , 
eschewing all interpretation, which in their view could only be a source 
of corruption. This attitude involved some difficulties, not to say contradic­
tions, in particular as regards the attributes of G o d ; that was w h y these 
Mâlikite juka hff were accused of being 'anthropomorphists' or hashwiyya, 
concerned only with externals, adhering slavishly to applied jurisprudence 
and making the salvation of believers dependent on the external observance 
of legal requirements, yet allowing no place for the inner religious life. 

Therefore no attempt at renewal or deeper inquiry came to anything, 
and the exclusive, oppressive domination of the Mälikites isolated the few 
supporters of the contemplative, inquiring approach that had eventually 
triumphed in the East. This ultra-conservatism provoked extreme reactions 
in the n a m e of free thought and even gave rise to a sort of universal religion, 
leading to a kind of parallelism which precluded all attempts at synthesis." 
In particular, the speculative Ash'arite theology, whose purpose was to 
find a middle way between the intellectual spiritualism of the Mu'tazilites 
on the one hand and anthropomorphist literalism on the other, was sadly 
lacking in the Maghrib. Even philosophers such as Ibn Rushd encouraged 

6. Ibn al-Käsim, who died in Cairo in 806 of the Christian era, produced al-Mudawmana, 
the major work of the Mâlikite rite, apart from the famous book by the I m a m , Malik 
b. Anas himself, the Kitäb al-MuwaUa' ('The Smoothed Path'). 

7. See H . Monès, 1962, Vol. 1, pp. 197-220. 
8. O n Mälikism in Andalusia, see I. Goldziher, 1903. 
9. O n this Cordovan apologist, see Encyclopaedia of Islam, new edn, Vol. 1, pp. 956-7. 
10. Fakih (pi. fukahâ') originally denoted a learned m a n , but it became a technical term 

for a specialist in the science of religious law (Encyclopaedia of Islam, new edn. Vol. 2, 
P- 7S6). 

11. ibid., Vol. 3, pp. 868-72, under Ibn Masarra. 
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this parallelism in the Musl im West, because they declared that the mass 
of believers were impervious to speculative thought and accused the 
Ash'arites of upsetting the beliefs of simple people. T h u s objectively they 
were serving the interests of the Mälikites, w h o showed a surprising 
tolerance towards them. 

In conclusion, Islamic orthodoxy in the Maghrib and Andalusia (al-
Andalus) in the time of Ibn Tümart was primarily concerned with laying 
down rules; this left no room for anxiety or mystery. Religion became 
a matter of forethought, calculation and 'capitalization'; it represented the 
triumph of ritual, reduced to the monotonous repetition of certain rites 
in order to ensure one's reward. It is not surprising that several great minds, 
such as al-Ghazâlî and Ibn H a z m , should have regarded this form of Islam 
as nothing but a matter of ritual and rule-making, in danger of losing 
the true faith. ' 2 Al-Ghazâlî. in particular, in his famous work Ihyff lülüm 
al-dïn ('The revival of religious learning') violently attacked this type of 
fukahä', reproaching them with monopolizing religion and using it to live 
on the fat of the land through the administration of pious foundations 
and the property of orphans. H e also reproached them with their casuistry 
in justifying the actions of the temporal power, to which they displayed 
a servility unworthy of true m e n of religion. H e rejected their dry, sterile 
formalism in favour of a return to the use of the 'life-giving waters', the 
springs of the Koran and the sunna. This is w h y al-Ghazâlî was the object 
of violent hostility on the part of the Mälikite fukahä', w h o went so far 
as to accuse him of having rejected the true faith because of his Ash'arite 
dogmas and his mystical tendencies. 

Ibn T ü m a r t ' s education 

Ibn Tümart 's destiny, like his person, is surrounded with legends, mysteries 
and imaginary events. In fact w e know very little about the m a n . 1 3 H e 
is supposed to have been born about 1075 m t n e Anti-Atlas mountains 
of present-day Morocco, at Igîllïz-n-Hargha. His father belonged to the 
Hargha kabïla:14 his mother to the Masakkäla; both were branches of the 
M a s m ü d a , a group known today as the Shlüh. T h e ideological requirements 
of his preaching, and of his Mahdist claims, caused him to give himself 
(or to arrange the fabrication of) an Arabic name and a Sharifian ancestry, 
with several Berber interpolations in this genealogical fiction.15 

Certainly he must have come from a relatively well-off background, for 

12. A . Merad, 1960-1, p. 379. 
13. See Encyclopaedia of Islam, new edn, Vol. 3, pp. 958-60. 
14. O n the problems posed by this Berber kabila, see E . Lévi-Provençal, 1928b, p. 55; 

R . Montagne, 1930, p. 64. Cf. also the excellent restatement in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 
new edn, Vol. 3, p. 207. 

15. The same thing happened to his father, Tümart Ibn Ugallid, who became 'Abd 
Allah. 
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his father bore the title of Amghar , denoting the headman of a village 
or kabtla in southern Morocco; and he himself was able to pursue his studies 
and make a long journey to the East to complete them. His family, if Ibn 
'Khaldün is to be believed, was distinguished by its piety;16 and he himself 
earned the appellation of asafu ('torch') by virtue of his assiduity in study 
and in prayer. 

In 1107 Ibn Tümart set out on a long journey to complete his education. 
There are m a n y versions of the route, stages and scope of this journey, 
which has given rise to considerable controversy.17 What is certain is that, 
contrary to Tümart's hagiography, he did not meet the great mystic imam, 
al-Ghazâlï, nor receive his instruction;18 still less is there any evidence 
that he was given by him the mission of reforming the law in the Maghrib 
and destroying the power of the Almoravids there.19 In fact, the invocation 
of al-Ghazalfs name and prestige came m u c h later. His name appears as 
the starting-point of Ibn Tümart's career only when the animosity nurtured 
by Maghrib theology towards the system of the great imam of the East 
had subsided.20 

Ibn Tümart's career can be divided into several stages. H e was succes­
sively: the censor of morals; the theologian w h o asserted himself at Marra-
kesh; the head of a new school at Aghmät; and the leader of a communal 
party and a candidate for power, solidly entrenched at TTnmallal, high 
up in the mountains. 

In Ifrïkiya, Ibn Tümart seems to have begun by impressing people with 
his learning and piety; during his many long halts, more and more numerous 
and attentive audiences gathered round him. In the course of his westward 
march, the stop at Bidjäya (now Bougie) - the brilliant and prosperous 
capital of the Hammad ids , where morals were particularly free - marked 
the high point of Ibn Tümart's activities as a custodian of morals. Warned 
of the real dangers he was running, he went to Mallâla, on the outskirts 
of Bidpya, where he seems to have spent a long period in study and con­
templation. 

This stage is of great importance for its later political significance, for 
it was at Mallâla that Ibn Tümart met his future successor, c Abd a l -Mu'min 
b. 'All b. 'Alwï b. Ya'lä al-Küml A b u M u h a m m a d , then on an educational 
journey to the East.21 H e was persuaded to abandon it, and stayed with 

16. Ibn Khaldün, French transi. 1852-6, Vol. 2, p. 163. 
17. See, for example, Ibn al-Kattân, ed. M . A . Makkï, n.d. (1964?), p. 4; Ibn Kunfudh, 

1968 edn, p. 100. 
18. See Ibn al-Athïr, 1876-91 edn, Vol. 10, pp. 400-7, for a denial of the meeting; 

and especially A . Huici Miranda, 1949, Vol. 14, pp. 342-5. 
19. See Ibn al-Kattân, op. cit. 14-18; L e Tourneau, 1969, p. 79, citing al-Hulal 

al-Mawshiyya. 
20. See Goldziher, 1903. 
21. For 'Abd al-Mu'min and his country, see Encyclopaedia of Islam, new edn, Vol. 

1, pp. 78-80. 
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Ibn Tümart. This meeting has been surrounded with legend and mysterious 
symbolism, but it m a y be noted that after this meeting Ibn Tümart was 
no longer a lone figure; his westward march seems to have become more 
organized, and his entourage grew larger and larger. Improvised instruction 
and discussion sessions were succeeded by organized meetings at the houses 
of m e n of religion. Ibn Tümart began to gather information on the far 
Maghrib, and perhaps had already received emissaries. At each stop he 
made contacts.22 

Going from Sale (Sala*) to Marrakesh Ibn Tümart refused to pay the 
toll; and in the Almoravid capital the famous debate took place with the 
court fukaha" in the presence of the Almoravid amir, 'All Ibn Yüsuf, in 
which Ibn Tümart's adversaries, w h o dominated the ruler, were reduced 
to silence by his performance. 

Ibn Tümart's criticism went beyond the theological field, and hence 
became dangerous. This led the vizier Malik Ibn W u h a y b to advise that 
he be done away with; but another court personality, Yintän b. c U m a r , 
took him under his protection and persuaded him to flee the capital. H e 
then withdrew to Aghmät ; 2 3 there a new and decisive phase in his career 
began, in which he entered into open rebellion against the Almoravids, 
refusing to go to Marrakesh when the amir ordered him to do so. 

F r o m then on Ibn Tümart was preoccupied with the effective establish­
ment and organization of the Almohad movement, whose political purpose 
- the overthrow of the Almoravid regime —. was to become clearer day 
by day. Gradually Ibn Tümart found himself in the position of spiritual 
head of larger and larger forces, united at this stage more by anti-Almoravid 
tribal feeling than by a concern for the purity of the law or strict Muslim 
observance. 

Ibn Tümart's Almohad reforms 

T h e principles, ideas and formulations of Ibn Tümart's reforms in the 
fields of morality, theological dogma and law seem to have gradually taken 
shape in his mind during his educational journey in the East, on his way 
back to the outermost parts of the Maghrib, and also in contacts with 
his companions, whose number was growing and with w h o m he eventually 
settled in his native country.24 

22. A m a p of Ibn Tümart's itinerary would be very interesting on several counts, 
especially if compared with that of 'Abd al-Mu'min's victorious eastward march in later 
years. 

23. O n Aghmät, see Encyclopaedia of Islam, new edn, Vol. 1, pp. 250-1; J. Dévisse, 
1972, pp. 63, 66 and 70. 

24. 515 H/1121: Tgflfiz, his native village, where he installed himself in a cave, there­
after proclaimed al-Ghâr al-mukaddas (a sacred cave); 517 H/1123: Tïnmallal, in the upper 
valley of the Nfis, about 75 k m south-west of Marrakesh. 
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T h e first point of course concerned the tawhïd (the affirmation of the 
uniqueness of G o d ) , which according to Ibn Tümart , is 'the affirmation 
of one G o d and the denial of all that is not H e : divinity, associate, saint 
or idol'.25 Basing himself on various hadiths, Ibn Tumart asserted that 
knowledge of the tawhïd is the primary obligation; for three reasons: it 
is one of the foundations of religion; it is the most important of obligations; 
and it is the religion of both the earliest and the latest prophets. 

T h e Almohads were believers in the one G o d , al-Muwahhid - whence 
they derived their name, al-Muwahhidün, which was later corrupted to 
Almohads - and preached a mysticism that showed the influence of al-
Ghazâlï. It was in fact a return to the original sources of Islam, in opposi­
tion to the more legalistic Almoravids, w h o were more drawn to the study 
of texts than to the unadorned law. T h e Almohads were marked by moral 
austerity and a sobriety which was generally approved by the Berbers, 
countryfolk little drawn to luxury. It is worth noting that the M a h d ï 
preached in the Berber language; he even drafted short treatises in his 
mother tongue. At the political level, he relied on the advice of a council 
of notables, in Berber style, and remained faithful to the rules of the 
Shlüh kabïla. 

Ibn Tümart espoused the ideas of the Mu'tazilites, w h o m a d e Allah 
a pure spirit; he commended the allegorical interpretation of certain verses 
of the Koran described as ambiguous, in which material or h u m a n terms 
or phrases are used, particularly in relation to the attributes of G o d . These 
terms and phrases should not be made to conform to the limitations of 
h u m a n reason, and an allegorical interpretation should be adopted, which 
excluded tashbih (comparison) and taklif (modality).26 This was one of 
the essential points in his condemnation of the Almoravids.27 H e described 
them as infidels because they were guilty in particular oîtadjsïm (anthropo­
morphism). O n this point Ibn Tümart held an extremist position, which 
led inevitably to excommunication, for he applied the principle that those 
in power are responsible for the conduct of their subjects, and thus m a d e 
the Almoravids principally responsible for the anthropomorphism current 
in the Maghrib. H e therefore proclaimed that a djihad (holy war) must 
be waged against them. This led to the most extreme Ash'arite and 
Mu'tazilite positions. 

As a consequence of his tawhïd, Ibn Tumart denied the very existence 
of the attributes of G o d , and violently attacked those w h o m he called 
mushrikün ('associationists'), or those w h o gave attributes to G o d . Thus 
he m a d e a stand both against the Ash'arites, w h o held that G o d has eternal 

25. Ibn Tümart, French transí. 1903, p. 271. 
26. See Ibn Tümart's letter to the Almohad community, translated by E . Lévi-Provençal, 

op. cit., p. 78, in which he warns his followers against the tendency to circumscribe G o d 
with limits and directions, which leads to making G o d a creature; anyone who reaches 
that point is like someone who worships an idol. 

27. See R . Bourouiba, 1973, p. 145. 
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attributes inherent in His essence, and against the traditionalists, w h o 
held that these attributes were distinct from His essence. 

In Ibn Tümart's view the epithets given to G o d , al-asma' al-husnä (the 
most beautiful names), are qualities which are there only to confirm the 
absolute uniqueness of G o d . T h e creator is thus necessarily living, knowing, 
powerful, endowed with will, and all this without anyone comprehending 
the modality of it.28 

Having demonstrated the oneness of G o d , Ibn Tümart emphasized the 
eternity of G o d ; H e is the creator, and nothing can precede H i m . G o d 
is thus the first, having no beginning, and the last, having no end.29 

H e also strongly emphasized God's omnipotence, which is nevertheless 
qualified by the fact that G o d does not demand of creatures what is beyond 
their capabilities; in that, Ibn Tümart was fairly close to the Mu'tazilites. 
O n the concept of the prophetic mission, Ibn Tümart adopted the point 
of view of the Sunnites, w h o recognized the truthfulness of God 's messenger 
by extraordinary signs, the äyät. O n a problem as crucial as that of pre­
destination, which could have had - and had had - political implications, 
Ibn Tümart diverged from the Mu'tazilite duality of God's omnipotence 
and justice and, despite his affirmation of the divine wisdom, he asserted 
predestination. 

There was one component of Ibn Tümart's doctrine that differed sharply 
from the Sunnite position: this was belief in the Mahdï (the impeccable 
guide), w h o is guided by G o d . T h e traditions about the Mahd ï go back 
to the Prophet, to w h o m hadiths were attributed announcing the coming 
of the restorer and redeemer, w h o would be of the family of the Prophet. 
For the Sunnïs, the M a h d ï was to appear only the day before the end 
of the world, to restore and implement the true religion. For the Shrites, 
there was a hidden i m a m w h o was to reappear and govern in person by 
divine right. A m o n g the mass of the people, belief in the M a h d ï was wide­
spread, for he symbolized justice. This expectation was witnessed by Ibn 
Khaldün as late as the fourteenth century, at Massa in the Sus.30 

Ibn Tümart placed his o w n mission as i m a m immediately after the death 
of cAlï in + 661. It was therefore obligatory to obey him blindly as regards 
religion and the things of this world, to copy him in all his actions, to 
accept his decisions and to refer to him in all things. T o obey the M a h d ï 
was to obey G o d and His Prophet, for the simple reason that the Mahd ï 
was the one w h o knew G o d and His Prophet best. For some people, 
Ibn Tümart's announcement that he was the Mahd ï was the logical outcome 
of his vocation to extol good and forbid evil. For others, it simply meant 
that he was using local traditions and beliefs, which he had patched up 
with Islamic references, invoking hadith_s which were probably apocryphal 

28. Ibn Tümart , loe. cit., p. 235. 
29. ibid., p. 232. 
30. Ibn Khaldün, French transi. 1863-8, Vol. 2, p. 200. 
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and which foretold an exceptional role for the people of the Maghrib.3 1 

T h e two approaches are not necessarily inconsistent. However, it must 
be stressed that the creed of Mahd ism suspended, as it were, those aspects 
of Almohad doctrine which could have stimulated deeper theological 
inquiry to enrich the superficial, formalistic Islam of the time. 

O n the subject of individual judgement, Ibn Tümar t adopted the same 
position as the Zâhirites: he rejected it as a source of error. In reply to the im­
plicit objection concerning the shahäda (testimony), he added that this was 
not an asl (absolute principle), but merely an indication of relative worth.32 

Thus for Ibn Tümart the sources which must be used to establish the 
laws of religion were the Koran, the sunna and, in certain circumstances, 
consensus and reasoning by analogy. For the hadïths, he gave preference 
to the people of Madina, and this is further proof of Ibn Tümart's concern 
to stick to the sources closest to the Prophet. W e cannot agree with Gold-
ziher when he explains Ibn Tümart's concern for Madina tradition and 
practice by his desire not to offend the Mälikite school.33 A s regards idjmä1 

(consensus), Ibn Tümar t limited it to the companions of the Prophet. A s 
regards kiyäs (analogy), his position was cautious; he certainly condemned 
al-kiyäs akli (speculative analogy). 

Having set out the sources of Musl im law, thefikh, Ibn Tümart advocated 
their direct use, and condemned the exclusive use of treatises offurü' (the 
applied branch of jurisprudence). This was an opportunity for him to attack 
the Almoravid doctors, w h o were guilty in his eyes of neglecting and 
abandoning the traditions and even sometimes of ending up with a positive 
scorn for the hadïths. 

For Ibn Tümart , the fikh needed to be amended and enriched, for 
idjtihäd did not end with Malik and the other leaders of schools; and any­
body versed in the science of usül al-fikh (foundations, sources of the 
law) could himself derive the law from the sources. Ibn Tümar t condemned 
membership of a legal school (madhhab), for, he said, variety of opinions 
on a single question is absurd. By the same token, he stressed, like the 
Zâhirites, the impossibility of confining the application of an order to 
particular cases when it was expressed in general terms. 

T h e organization of the A l m o h a d m o v e m e n t : a party of propaganda, 
indoctrination and battle 

It was probably from the time he withdrew to Aghmât that Ibn Tümart 
found himself increasingly at the centre of a movement which was hence-

31. For example, Sälih, the prophet of the Barghwâta, and H â - M ï m , the prophet of 
the Rif. O n the subject of Sälih, see the Encyclopaedia of Islam, new edn, Vol. 1, pp. 
1043-4, a n d a ' s o I s t e c m , Vol. 4, pt 1, p. 113. For H â - M ï m , see ibid., new edn, Vol. 
3, PP- '34-5-

32. Goldziher, 1903, p. 46. 
33. ibid., p. 50. 
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plate 2.1 The Kibla, or eastern wall, ofthe mosque at Ttnmallal (Morocco). As thefirst major
oratory ofthe Almohad community, the mosque is an example ofthe architectural and decorative

austerity that the Almohads wanted to impose

plate 2.2 The inner courtyard of the mosque at Ttnmallal
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forth to grow in order to achieve not only religious but political objectives, 
involving the peoples of the Atlas. It was in this context that the idea 
of proclaiming himself the M a h d T probably took form in Ibn Tümart's 
mind. As soon as he arrived in Igîllïz in + 1121, he was at pains to reproduce 
the behaviour of the Prophet, in particular by settling himself in a cave, 
and so prepared people's minds for the coming of the Mahdï , w h o would 
be none other than himself. Thus he had himself proclaimed the Mahd ï 
by ten of his companions including 'Abd a l -Mu'min, which is reminiscent 
of al-'Ashara al-Mubashshara (the ten to w h o m Paradise was promised).34 

T h e proclamation took place under a tree, just like the bay'a at al-Ridwän. 
Ibn Tümart's campaigns, like the Prophet's, were called maghäzi, his 
withdrawal to TTnmallal was called a hidjra (hegira) and the people of that 
place, the A M Tinmallal, were likened to the Ansär. 

After this initial organization, skirmishes and surprise attacks won for 
Ibn Tümart the greater part of the Anti-Atlas and the Süs, and all the 
kabilas of the M a s m ü d a were ready to support him. 

However, Almoravid pressure was growing stronger and stronger, and 
Ibn Tümart judged it wiser to withdraw to a more easily defended position. 
So in 1123 he 'emigrated' to Tinmallal. His settling in this place seems 
to have been accompanied by violence: the Ahl Tinmallal of the Almohad 
hierarchy appear to have been a heterogeneous group, which suggests that 
the former inhabitants were liquidated and replaced by a mixed group 
of Almohad supporters. Following this, the Almohad movement took 
advantage of the difficulties the Almoravids were encountering in Spain, 
and of the hostility shown towards them by the mountain kabilas, to expand 
and consolidate. However, there were m a n y internal dissensions in the 
Almohad ranks and the M a s m ü d a , fragmented into small groups, were 
not prepared to let themselves be incorporated into a wider federation. 

F r o m the outset, the partisan structure of the movement was reflected 
in the workings of the state, and for this reason a study of the partisan 
organization can be a profitable way of elucidating the bases, aims and 
key features of the Almohad edifice. 

T h e 'ten' were distinguished by learning, organizing ability and the spirit 
of sacrifice; they had all been Ibn Tümart's companions before his pro­
clamation as Mahd ï , except for A b u Hafs ' U m a r Ibn Yahyâ al-Hintâtï, 
w h o had been co-opted after the tawhid from the Hintâta, a large group 
of kabilas, of which he was one of the leading chiefs.35 T h e group, 
incidentally, contained not a single m e m b e r of the Hargha. 

T h e constitution of the 'fifty' {Ahl al-Khatnsin) was brought into effect 
progressively. T h e fifty represented the Almohad kabilas, which formed 

34. Encyclopaedia of Islam, new edn, Vol. 1, p. 693. 
35. Ibn 'Idhârï al-Marrâkushï, 1949 edn, p. 188; see also Encyclopaedia of Islam, new 

edn, Vol. i, p. 87. Ibn Abí Zar', Latin transi. 1843, p. 113; see also Encyclopaedia of 
Islam, new edn, Vol. 3, pp. 694-5. Ibn al-Kattân, op. cit., p. 87; A . Huici Miranda, 1956b, 
Vol. 1, p. 103. 
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the basis of the movement and rallied to it at different times; the Haskura, 
for example, only joined the movement in the reign of 'Abd a l -Mu 'min . 3 6 

This leads us to suppose that this council must have been in embryo form 
at Tgîllïz and begun to take its functional form at TTnmallal.37 S o m e kabïlas 
must have been represented on it before joining it collectively. 

T h e talaba group seems to have been earlier than the other two. Al-
Marrâkushï tells us that Ibn Tümart - before his proclamation as Mahd ï 
- used to send m e n whose spirit he admired to rally the tribes to his cause.3 8 

These talaba were thus the propagandists of the movement; their activities 
were of course to continue after the proclamation of Ibn Tümar t . 3 9 Each of 
these bodies had a specific role, which helps us to have a clearer idea of them. 

The ten - Ahl al-Djamä'a 
T h e fact that the sources give this council two names, speaking both of 
the ashara ('the ten') and of the Ahl al-Djamä'a (literally the 'people of 
the community'), makes it difficult for us to know whether the name refers 
to the body itself or to the number of its members, which varies accord­
ing to the source. Al-Baydhak, for example, calls them only Ahl al-Djamä'a. 
Elsewhere, figures of seven, ten and twelve are given; this makes us think 
that the number ten was given to the council out of analogy with the com­
panions of the Prophet. T h e actual number and the composition must 
have fluctuated, either by dismissals such as that of al-Fakm al-Ifnki, or 
by replacements. S o m e authors also mention individuals w h o belonged 
both to the ten and to the Ahl al-Dar (the 'people of the house' or privy 
council of the Mahdï) , which implies a certain flexibility and a functional 
interchange between the two bodies.40 

T h e order in which the members of the council of ten are listed varies, 
again according to the source, and scarcely helps us to understand their 
relative importance and roles. T h e majority of sources put ' A b d al -Mu'min 
at the head of the list, perhaps because he had succeeded the Mahdï . S o m e 
authors, however, put first either c Abd al-Wahïd Ash-Sharkï or the famous 
al-Bashir al-Wansharisi, principal architect of the famous tatnyïz of 1128-9, 
w h o , if he had not been killed at the battle of al-Buhayra, would have 
seemed best placed to succeed Ibn Tümar t . 4 1 T h e members of the council 
of ten, or Ahl al-Djamä'a, were in a way the Mahd fs ministers; these were 

36. E . Lévi-Provençal, 1928a, pp. 35-6, 28 and 76; Ibn al-Kattân, op. cit., pp. 
28 and 92-3; Ibn Khaldûn. French transi. 1956, Vol. 6, p. 476. 

37. Huici Miranda, 1956b, Vol. 1, p. 103. 
38. Ibn 'Idhârï al-Marrâkushï, loe. cit., p. 187. 
39. Lévi-Provençal 1928a, p. 132; Ibn al-Kattân, op. cit., pp. 84-93. 
40. See Lévi-Provençal, 1928a, pp. 34-6 and passim; Ibn 'Idhârï al-Marrâkushï, 

loc. cit., pp. 188 and 337; Ibn al-Kattân, op. cit., pp. 28, 30, 74, 76 and 97; Ibn Abï 
Zar', loc. cit., p. 113. 

41. I. U . A . M u s a , 1969, p. 59; Huici Miranda, 1956b, Vol. 1, p. 101; Ibn al-Kattân, op. 
cit., pp. 102-3. 
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trustworthy m e n , w h o m he consulted on important questions and charged 
with the execution of great decisions. A m o n g them, al-Bashïr was often, 
and 'Abd a l -Mu'min, ' U m a r Asnadj and M ü s ä Ibn Tamara were some­
times, given military commands. Others were secretaries, kadis and so on.4 2 

The council of fifty - Ahl al-KhamsTn 
Then came the consultative councils, the most important of which seems 
to have been the council of fifty {Ahl al-Khatnsin). T h e number fifty seems 
to be a point of departure on which most sources agree, but there are other 
sources which put the number variously at seventy and seven.43 W e have 
explained above how this council represented the kabilas which had joined; 
the process of joining suggests a fluidity in the number of members which 
would explain the different figures found in the sources.44 T h e seven 
mentioned by some sources were probably only a limb of the council of 
fifty, on which they m a y have represented the three most important kabilas, 
viz. the Hargha, the Ahl Tinmallal and the Hintâta. As for the figure of 
seventy, it could have been the result of a combination of the council of 
fifty and another Almohad body.45 

T h e dominant groups on the council were the Ahl Tinmallal - a mixed 
group - the Hargha, the M a h d f s kabila and the Djanffsa; the first were 
allied to the Hintâta from the earliest days of the movement . 4 6 T h e fifty 
were described as the people he consulted and whose advice he sought 
(askäb mashparatihi).*1 

The talaba 
This word, whose origin the sources do not give, seems to be an Almohad 
invention. Even in the Mahdfs lifetime there were a great many talabas. 
In 1121 he sent many of them to the Sus - 1500 of them, according to 
Ibn Abï Zarc al-Fâsï - which suggests that these envoys were disciples 
of Ibn TGmart's w h o m he apparently instructed and trained during the 
discussion and disputation sessions which he constantly encouraged on 
the way back to Morocco. His stay in Marrakesh gained him still more 
disciples, and his teaching at Igïllïz, for about a year before his proclama­
tion as Mahdï , must have consolidated this body of disciples.48 

42. Ibn al-Kattän, op. cit., pp. 74, 81 and 117; al-Hulal al-Mavoshiyya, French transi. 
1936, p. 88; Lévi-Provençal, 1928a, pp. 75 and 33; Ibn 'Idhârî al-MarrâkushJ, loc. cit., 
P- 338. 

43. Ibn al-Kattän, op. cit., pp. 28-32. 
44. In A H 524/ + 1130, more than ten people were added to the council of fifty, after 

the purge; Lévi-Provençal, 1928b, p. 35. 
45. It was either the fifty plus the Ahl al-Djamâ'a, or the fifty plus the Ahl al-Dar; 

see J. F. P. Hopkins, 1958, p. 90. 
46. Müsä , op. cit., Vol. 23, p. 63. 
47. Ibn al-Kattän, op. cit., pp. 75 and 81; Ibn Abï Zar', loc. cit., p. 114. 
48. Ibn 'Idhârî al-Marrâkushï, in Huici Miranda, 1965, Vol. 3, p. 18; Ibn al-Kattän, 

op. cit., pp. 87 and 93; Lévi-Provençal, 1928b, p. 132; Ibn Abï Zar', loe. cit., p. 113; 
al-Salâwï, 1894, Vol. 2. 
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Al-käffa 
This was the mass of the Almohads. They did not remain unorganized, 
either, for Ihn Tümart made the kablla both a political and a religious 
entity. H e put a nakïb at the head of every ten people, and held frequent 
parades ('ard).49 Each category of Almohad had a rank (rutba) and, accord­
ing to Ibn al-Kattân, there were fourteen of these.50 

These forms of organization allowed intensive and often effective 
indoctrination, whose twofold purpose seems to have been to inculcate 
in the Almohads a feeling of exclusivity and an attitude of systematic, 
violent hostility towards non-Almohads. This dual attitude was to ensure 
perfect obedience, as produced by the system of education. T h e latter was 
based on three elements: the ideas of Ibn Tümart , the sources and 
approaches to knowledge that he had authorized, and the methods of 
acquiring knowledge that he had laid d o w n . 

Ibn Tümart's ideas cannot be reduced to any other doctrine already 
worked out. They were distinguished by a subtle doctrinal eclecticism which 
seems to have fostered among the Almohads the feeling of being different, 
united and even isolated in this difference, in the true faith, as compared 
to all other Muslims. Ibn Tümart's doctrine was a total break with the 
practices adopted by the Mâlikïs. T h e Almohads had to be distinguished 
from others even by their dress, and they had to leave places where m e n 
did not uphold the divine unity and join their brethren in the true faith.51 

All this was tirelessly taught by Ibn Tümart , in the form first of lectures 
and then of treatises with lengthy commentaries. H e was at pains to link 
knowledge and action ((ilm and 'atrial), using Arabic and Berber and 
adapting his training methods to different levels of understanding.52 These 
methods of training were characterized by often excessive severity, which 
ensured such blind obedience that an Almohad - if so ordered - could 
go to the point of executing his father, brother or son. This severity often 
took the form of purges, which were sometimes veritable massacres.53 

Almohad organization did not remain immutable. After Ibn Tümart's 
death, the Ahl al-Djamä(a and the A M al-Khamsin are mentioned only on 
the occasion of the bay'a (the oath of allegiance) to 'Abd al-Mu'min, which 
suggests that the latter suppressed the two councils. In fact, Ibn Tümart 
died after the crushing defeat of al-Buhayra, and the problem of his 
succession seems to have shaken Almohad unity. 'Abd al-Mu'min, w h o 
seems to have found himself very isolated, must have thought it wiser 

49. Ibn al-Kattân, op. cit., p. 27; al-Hulal al-Mawshiyya, op. cit., p. 89, which says 
that the naktb was also called mizwär. 

50. Ibn al-Kattân, op. cit. 
51. Ibn Tümart, loe. cit., pp. 258-64, 266-7, 290 a n d 296; Ibn al-Kattân, op. cit., pp. 

42, 46 and 85. 
52. Ibn 'Idhârï al-Marrâkushï, loe. cit., pp. 188 and 191; Ibn Abï Zar", Latin transi. 

1843-6, pp. 114 and 118-19; Ibn al-Kattân, op. cit., pp. 24, 29 and 103. 
53. Müsä , op. cit., pp. 71-2. 
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plate 2.3 The minaret ofthe unfinished Hasan Mosque at Rabat; a good example ofAlmohad

surface decorative sculpture
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to collaborate with individuals on the two councils rather than using the 
councils as such.54 This would explain the appearance of the Almohad 
council of shaykhs, which seems to have replaced the two councils, Ahl 
al-Djamâla and Akl al-Khamsïn. This tactical regrouping seems to have 
been the cause of the unrest among the Almohad dignitaries which broke 
out in the revolt of Ibn Malwiya in ii33-ss 

T h e shaykhs are known to have played an increasingly important role; 
they tended to constitute a power parallel to that of the caliphs, which 
led Caliph al-Nâsir to deal a heavy blow to their prestige on the eve of 
the battle of Las Navas de Tolosa; this was probably the cause of that 
serious defeat.56 T h e weakening of the Almohad caliphate must have given 
them fresh power; they then formed a sort of caste, whose pressure became 
intolerable to Caliph a l - M a ' m ü n , and he eventually suppressed the creed 
of the Mahdï . 

A m o n g the shaykhs, the descendants of members of the Ahl al-Djamä'a 
and the Ahl al-Khamsïn were the most numerous, according to Ibn 
Khaldün, particularly the Hintata and the people of Ttnmallal; by contrast, 
the Hargha seem not to have provided any influential shaykhs.57 This 
was perhaps the cause of the revolt by the Mahal's two brothers. T h e 
council of shaykhs seems to have been a structure designed to broaden 
the base of the Almohad movement, for it served as a model for the organiza­
tion of newly recruited sectors. Thus we see the appearance of the council 
of Arab shaykhs and that of the Andalusian shaykhs of Djund, whose role, 
however, was pre-eminently military.58 

T h e corps of the talaba was the object of particular attention by 'Abd 
a l -Mu'min. Their role as propagandists remained very important after the 
taking of Marrakesh, as shown by the official letters, notably the one 
sent by 'Abd a l -Mu'min to the talaba of Andalusia in A . H . 543/1148 of 
the Christian era. However, they acquired other responsibilities, and were 
active in various spheres: education, teaching, administration and the army. 
Admittedly, it was their particular duty 'to enjoin the good and to forbid 
the evil', but with the growth of the empire they seem increasingly to 
have fulfilled the role of political and 'ideological' commissars, above all 
in the armed forces, and more particularly the navy.59 

54. Huici Miranda, 1956b, Vol. 1, p. 102. 
55. Ibn 'Idhârï al-Marrâkushï, ed. Lévi-Provençal, n.d., Vol. 3, pp. 240-1; Ibn Abï 

Zar', loe. cit., p. 169. 
56. Ibn 'Idhârï al-Marrâkushï, loc. cit., Vol. 3, p. 85; Ibn Sâhib al-Salât, 1964 edn, 

pp. 148, 324 and 399-400; see also Encyclopaedia of Islam, new edn, Vol. 3, p. 924. Ibn 
al-Athïr, 1851-76 edn, Vol. 11, p. 186. 

57. Ibn Khaldün, 1956-9 edn, Vol. 6, pp. 534, 542, 545-6. 
58. Ibn Sâhib al-Salât, loc. cit., pp. 218 and 399-400; Ibn 'Idhârï al-Marrâkushï, loc. 

cit., Vol. 3, p. 85; Ibn al-Kattän, op. cit., p. 226. 
59. See the text of the letter in Ibn al-Kattân, op. cit., pp. 155 ff.; E . Lévi-Provençal, 

1941a, p. 6, on the commission of the talaba to supervise the construction of the city of 
Djabal al-Fath; Ibn 'Idhârï al-Marrâkushï, loc. cit., Vol. 4, pp. 43-4, on the administrative 
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T h e sectarian attitude of the Almohads was admittedly maintained for 
a long time, but it seems to have been felt very early as a factor leading 
to political isolation; this explains a l -Ma'mün's abandonment of the dogma 
o fMahd ism. 6 0 

Unification of the Maghrib by the Almohad/Mu'minid 
caliphs 
T h e Almohad movement had led to the creation of a party whose political 
goal became increasingly clear: the establishment of a new power to im­
plement Ibn Tümart's reform. T h e Almoravids became very conscious 
of this. T h e beginnings of the confrontation were marked by three events 
of great importance. T h e Almoravids failed against Aghmat ; the Almohads 
won their first victory at Kik in 1122, and at once set out to capture 
Marrakesh. They besieged it for forty days, but the Almoravid cavalry 
crushed them at the battle of al-Buhayra in 1128, which was a disaster 
for the Almohads: al-Bashir al-Wanharisi, one of Ibn Tümart's most 
prominent companions, lost his life there, and 'Abd al -Mu'min, w h o was 
seriously wounded, had great trouble in bringing the remnants of the 
Almohad contingents back to Tïnmallal.61 

It was in these difficult circumstances that Ibn Tümart died, in 524/ +1130; 
the arrangement of the succession and the accession of c Abd a l -Mu'min 
in 527/+1133 gave rise to problems. Ibn Tümart was buried at Tïnmallal 
and, if Leo Africanus is to be believed, his tomb was still venerated there 
five centuries later. 

Period of ' A b d a l - M u ' m i n Ibn 'All and the foundation of the 
empire (1133-63) 

T h e Almohad movement no doubt experienced a rather long period of crisis 
following Ibn Tümart's death, although we know very little about it. 'Abd 
al-Mu'min's accession has been variously explained. T h e 'tribalist' explana­
tions seem too superficial; and Jean Dévisse is right in seeing at the heart 
of the problem 'Abd al-Mu'min's position alongside Ibn Tümart and his role 
in the movement after the meeting at Malläla.62 In this sense his accession, 

role of the talaba at Gafsa after the Almohads had reconquered the city in A H 583/ + 1187; 
Lévi-Provençal, 1928a, p. 215. 

60. Musa , op. cit., p. 23; Ibn 'Idhârï al-Marrâkushî, op. cit., Vol. 3, pp. 85, 263-6 
and 291-2; Ibn Khaldûn. 1956-9 edn, Vol. 6, pp. 630-7; Ibn AbïZar', loe. cit., pp. 167-8. 

61. O n the battle of Kik, see Lévi-Provençal, 1928a, pp. 122 ff. O n the battle of 
al-Buhayra, see Encyclopaedia of Islam, new edn. Vol. 3, p. 959, where the date is given as 
524/1130; al-Hulal al-Mamshiyya, loc. cit., p. 94; Lévi-Provençal, 1925, Fragment 4; Ibn 
al-Athïr, French transi. 1876-91, Vol. 10, p. 407, and French transi. 1901, p. 536. 

62. J. Dévisse, review of R . Le Tourneau, 1969. 
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in which another compan ion , A b u Hafs ' U m a r al-Hintâtï, seems to have 
played a predominant role, mus t be seen as an event transcending the local 
messianism, and probably reflecting a plan devised by ' A b d a l - M u ' m i n 
himself. W a s he realizing a d r e a m , dimly perceived since Malilla, of a 
M a g h r i b reunified in the strict observance of Islam? O r was he acting as 
an empire builder in his o w n and his family's interests? O r (as seems mos t 
probable) had he conceived a plan to reconcile the two? 

Dur ing a long reign of thirty years c A b d a l - M u ' m i n , w h o w a s 35 years 
old at the time of his accession, was to demonstrate his outstanding qualities 
as a good general, an energetic leader of a still heterogeneous coalition 
and a statesman. These qualities were essential if he was to carry out success­
fully his twofold purpose of a djihäd against the Almoravids and the 
organization and consolidation of the A l m o h a d m o v e m e n t , whose aim in 
turn was to bring about the submission, subjugation and pacification of 
the Maghr ib and the consolidation of political power . 

This task, which turned out to be long and difficult, was carried out 
methodically in several stages, following a very precise strategy which 
combined both military and economic aspects.63 W e do not here propose 
to go into details, or even to enumerate all the episodes, but merely to 
highlight the key stages. 

The conquest of Morocco 
T h e first objective w a s to gain possession of M o r o c c o ; this took place in 
two phases. D r a w i n g a lesson from the crushing defeat at al-Buhayra, ' A b d 
a l - M u ' m i n decided to avoid the plains, where the Almoravid cavalry had 
the advantage, and set out to subjugate the Berber mountains in order 
to secure both their trade routes and their mineral wealth.64 W i n n i n g over 
m a n y kabilas in the Atlas, he subdued the Sus , and the W â d ï Dar ' a (Draa);6 s 

these were areas essential to the Almoravid arrangements for the very 
lucrative trade with sub-Saharan Africa. H e m a d e them into a strong base 
for attack - and for withdrawal in case of need. T h u s the A l m o h a d s could 
contemplate attacking the line of fortresses encircling the H i g h Atlas to 
the north and barring the w a y to the plains and the capital. 

Leaving the plains, the A l m o h a d a r m y followed the route along the 
ridges, mov ing north-east in a manoeuv re designed to isolate the Almoravid 
heartland. T h e y took the Midd le Atlas and the T ä füllet oases during 
the years 1040-1 . 6 6 Debouch ing into northern M o r o c c o , they used the 
Djebala mountains as a base to take the fortresses in the T ä z ä area. F r o m 
this position of strength ' A b d a l - M u ' m i n set out to win over the sub-
Mediterranean kabilas in the area, and ended u p entering his o w n village 

63. ibid. 
64. See B . Rosenberger, 1970. 
65. The opinion of L e Tourneau, op. cit., p. 52, that 'Abd al-Mu'min lacked severity, 

seems to need considerable qualification. 
66. Laroui, op. cit., p. 168; cf. Encyclopaedia of Islam, new edn, Vol. 1, p. 78. 
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plate 2.4 Gate ofthe Kasaba des Oudatas, built at Rabat by the Almohadsfacing the city of

Sale, to stand sentinel over the yet unsubdued territories of Morocco's Atlantic coast (general

view)

plate 2.5 Gate ofthe Kasaba des Oudaïas at Rabat (detail). Decoration on the monumental

Almohad gateway, asfound in a number ofSpanish and Moroccan cities
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of Tagra in triumph. Thus the Almoravid dispositions were outflanked 
and the strategy of encirclement succeeded. Recent research leads us to 
believe that this route was not only of military value but also had an 
economic objective, namely the mountain mines, the sinews of war.6 7 

From now on cAbd al -Mu'min, at the head of already sizeable forces 
and no doubt possessing large resources, thought himself strong enough 
to go over to the offensive on the plain and face the Almoravids there. 
Conditions were very favourable to this initiative. In 1143 the succession 
to 'Ali Ibn Yüsuf Ibn Tâshfîn caused dissension between the chiefs 
Lamtüna and Masufa, the pillars of the Almoravid regime. In 1145 the 
death of the Catalan, Reverter (al-Ruburtayr), leader of the Almoravids' 
Christian militia, robbed them of one of their cleverest and most devoted 
generals. Finally, the balance was tilted in favour of the Almohads when 
the tawhid of the Zenâta rallied to their cause. They took Tlemcen and 
forced the Almoravid amir Tâshfîn Ibn 'AIT to withdraw to Oran, where 
he died after a fall from a horse. 

By this date the whole of the Atlas as far as the Rif had been subjugated, 
the Mediterranean coast subdued and the western part of the central 
Maghrib taken. The Almohad pincer movement gripped the Almoravid 
territory, where power was more and more disorganized. 'Abd al-Mu'min 
set out to organize his new conquests on the basis of the political system 
of the Almohad community. T h e Almohad conquests had not been easy, 
and the new caliph had to show extreme severity to withstand revolts and 
conspiracies.68 

T h e new caliph did not command unanimous support among the 
Almohads, whose homogeneity seems to have been less than perfect at 
the time; there were some w h o opposed the new leader and others w h o 
toyed with the idea of going back to the old freedom. In the event, two 
Almohads, Ibn Mâlwiyya, former shaykh of ahí al-Djamá'a, representing 
the Janfisa, and 'Abd al-'Aziz Ibn Karman al-Harghi, of Ibn Tümart's 
o w n kabïla, rebelled, but without really threatening the new leadership. 
T h e Almohads also had to face many revolts and resistance movements 
during the conquest itself, the most important being those led by an indi­
vidual known by the nickname of Masbügh al-Yâdayn ('the m a n with 
stained hands') in the Adjarsi (Guercif) Fez area, by A b u Ya'la of the 
kabïla of the Izmasin (the Sanhaja) and by Sa'id of the Ghayyâta in the 
Täzä area. 

Despite these movements, the Almohads had managed to set up a military 
power which validated the precise commercial axis then in the process 
of development between the Sudan and the Mediterranean in eastern 
Morocco. F r o m then on, continuing revolts in the Sus and from Ceuta 
to Agadir (Aghadïr) - areas that had become economically unimportant -

67. B. Rosenberger, 1964, p. 73. 
68. A . Merad, 1957, pp. 114 ff. 
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could hardly be a real threat;69 especially since the Almohads, absorbed in 
an enormous undertaking, going from victory to victory and amassing booty 
upon booty, remained firmly united around ' A b d a l -Mu'min. H e remained 
faithful to the Mahdï's doctrine, countenanced no innovations, and kept 
around him the famous shaykhs who guarded the interests of the Almohads 
and hence guaranteed their loyalty. 

However, the importance of the change can be gauged by the way it 
was carried out and the reactions of the people concerned. T h e Almohad 
successes were usually bloody; during the conquest there were no lightning 
strokes, río easy victories, and no large towns that did not have to be taken 
by storm. Almoravid society seemed to have relatively resilient structures.70 

According to the author of the kirtas and A b ü 'Abd Allah M u h a m m a d 
b. Abi '1-Ma'äli Ibn S a m m ä k , the author of the Hulal, the Almoravid period 
was one of peace and prosperity; the people certainly did not regard the 
Almoravids as ungodly princes, and accepted Mälikism.71 T h e Almohads 
could not therefore be regarded - outside the M a s m ü d a mountains - as 
liberators, except by malcontents anxious to escape, if only temporarily, 
from the demands of the tax collector. Most towns, which were admittedly 
growth points, resisted the assaults of the Almohads and it took them fifteen 
years to subdue the whole of Morocco. Hence w e should not be surprised 
by the frequent revolts which followed the taking of Marrakesh by 'Abd 
al -Mu'min, encouraged as they were by popular participation and doubtless 
inspired by motives far more decisive than religious devotion to Mälikism. 
M o r e probably, they expressed the reaction of a society radically challenged 
by an 'exclusivist' community imposing its power by means of a merciless 
war. 

The conquest of the central Maghrib 
Once his position had been solidly re-established in the far Maghrib, 'Abd 
a l -Mu'min reckoned that he could extend his conquests beyond the frontiers 
of the Almoravid possessions to the rest of the Maghrib. But before embark­
ing on this project the caliph was obliged to intervene in Andalusia, where 
the people could no longer tolerate the authority of the Almoravids and 
where the Castilian danger was becoming more and more threatening. 
Already, during the siege of Marrakesh, the caliph had received an 
Andalusian delegation after certain towns came over to his side, such as 
Jerez in 1144. H e then sent an expeditionary force, including two of the 
Mahdfs brothers, 'Abd al-'Aziz and 'Isa A m g h a r . 7 2 Other defections 
followed, the most important being Seville and Cordova; but the eastern 

69. Dévisse, op. cit. 
70. See al-Idrïsï, 1866 edn, p. 8, on Aghmât, Fez and Zarkashi. 
71. Ibn Abï Zarc, loc. cit., p. 108; al-Hulal al-Mawshiyya, loc. cit., 115-16. 
72. O n the initial foothold of the Almohads on the Iberian peninsula, see Encyclopaedia 

of Islam, new edn, Vol. 1, p. 79. O n the details of the expeditionary force, see Ibn Khaldün, 
French transi. 1852-6, Vol. 2, pp. 183-8. 
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provinces remained cautious towards the Almohads. That was w h y it did 
not occur to c Abd a l -Mu'min in 1150, when he received delegates from 
Andalusia w h o had come to take an oath of allegiance to him, to involve 
himself at once in the affairs of the peninsula: he was looking first and 
foremost towards the east. It is hard not to think that at this point in 
the mid-twelfth century the first Almohad caliph was probably formu­
lating some clear ideas on political strategy: above all, to secure a solid 
base by unifying the Maghrib, and then to launch out across the 
Straits. 

In Ifnkiya there was also a Christian threat. T h e power of the Sanhajan 
dynasties of Kayrawän and Bidjäya was being undermined at its foundations 
by a new territorial organization in Ifnkiya and the central Maghrib, to 
the advantage of the Sanhajan and Arab principalities in the hinterland, 
whilst the Normans, led by King Roger II of Sicily, were gaining a foot­
hold in the main ports on the coasts of Ifnkiya. A n Almohad expedition 
into Ifnkiya could therefore be justified, especially since it invoked the 
duty of djihäd. After two years of preparation 'Abd a l -Mu'min made his 
way to Ceuta, and it might have been thought that he intended to cross 
to Spain. But from there, pretending to return to Marrakesh, he took the 
road east at the beginning of the summer of 1152, and by forced marches 
reached the central Maghrib.7 3 

H e first seized Algiers, and then m a d e himself master of Bidjäya without 
great difficulty. Then he sent a detachment under the c o m m a n d of his 
son 'Abd-AIlah to occupy the old H a m m a d i d capital, the Kal'a, which 
they took by main force and sacked, putting the inhabitants to the sword. 
Constantine, where the H a m m a d i d prince, Yahya Ibn 'Abd al-'Aziz, had 
sought refuge, was handed over by the H a m m a d i d ruler's vizier, and from 
there an expedition was sent against the Beduin of the Constantine area. 
During these operations a certain A b u Kasaba launched a raid on Bidjäya 
with the Banü Zaldawïw, which looked very m u c h like a c o m m a n d o opera­
tion to assassinate the caliph. Following this the repression was very harsh, 
and 'Abd a l -Mu'min dispersed the Sanhaja, the Luwata and the Ku tama, 
w h o had joined them.74 

T h e fate of the central Maghrib was in the course of transformation, 
and this alerted the Arabs, who were allies or clients of the defeated 

73. O n the central Maghrib and Ifnkiya from about the middle of the sixth to the twelfth 
century of the Christian era, see H . R . Idris, 1962, Vol. 1, ch. 6, pp. 303 ff. and 363 ff. O n 
the Almohad conquest of the central Maghrib, see a good summary in J. Brignon, et al., 
1967, p. 112. 

In the central Maghrib, the last Hammadids of Bidjäya, al-Mansür, al-'Aziz and Yähya, 
had established a modus vivendi with the Hilalians, the new masters of the plateaux, had 
developed both trade and piracy, taking advantage of the difficulties of their Zirid cousins 
at Mähdiyya, and had got a real recovery under way. See Laroui, op. cit., p. 168. 

74. See Lévi-Provençal (ed.), 1928a, text, p. 115; French transi., pp. 189-90; Ibn al-Athïr, 
French Transi. 1901, p. 504. 
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Sanhaja dynasty. Just when c A b d al-Mu'min was starting on his way back 
to the far Maghrib, they rushed to the aid of Bidjâya. Driven back by 
the Almohads, they were then drawn on as far as the plain of Setif, where 
in 1153, after three days of heroic resistance, they were defeated and 
despoiled of their possessions, w o m e n and children. T h e organization, 
strength and discipline of the battle-hardened Almohad army was more 
than a match for their mettle and mobility. T h e battle caused a sensation, 
and marked a n e w phase in the fortunes of the new Almohad power. 

T h e conquering Almohad caliph, who had a reputation for severity and 
indeed cruelty, showed a surprising 'generosity' towards the defeated Arabs 
whose coalition he had broken. Did he aim to impress them by a show 
of strength and then to win them to his cause by overwhelming them with 
his clemency? This seems probable, if we take into account the importance 
of the Arab factor in the central Maghrib and Ifrîkiya, and the caliph's 
need to broaden the Berber-Almohad base of his regime in proportion 
to his growing empire. H e m a y also already have been thinking of using 
the Arabs, in the name of the djihäd, in Andalusia; appeals for help from 
that region were growing in number in the face of the increasingly dangerous 
Christian threat. Following these events, the caliph preferred not to venture 
beyond the Constantine area; he left governors and garrisons in the central 
Maghrib and set out for the far Maghrib. 

Consolidation of Muminid power 
W e have already said that ' A b d al-Mu'min's accession to the caliphate 
was far from meeting with unanimous approval. Only his energy and vigour 
and the signs he had continually given of his qualities could have restrained 
the opposition, however muted, which existed within the Almohad ranks. 
His victories, which increased the chances that his power would endure, 
must have sharpened the impatience of the opposition; and it came out 
into the open under the impetus of Mahdï Ibn Tümart's o w n relatives 
among the Hargha and the people of Tïnmallal, but without involving 
other Almohad kabïla. 'Abd al-Mu'min had the rebels killed and he dis­
graced the Ait Amghar , Ibn Tümart's family, sending them away to Fez 
under house arrest. After this crisis he went on a sort of pilgrimage to 
Tïnmallal, where he distributed gifts and had the mosque, the Mahdfs 
sanctuary, enlarged, to make people forget the recent bloody events and 
at the same time to pave the way for his own dynasty. In 1156-7, encamped 
at Sale, he managed first to get his eldest son M u h a m m a d recognized as 
heir presumptive, and then to appoint his other sons as governors of the 
chief cities of the empire, with the title of sayyid.is 

These steps were made possible by the support of the new imperial 
forces, the Hilal Arabs and the kabilas of the east, particularly the Sanhaja, 

75. Merad, 1957, pp. 135 ff.; Lévi-Provençal, 1941b, pp. 34-7; and Ibn al-Athïr, French 
transi. 1901, p. 581, whose chronology agrees with the official letters. 
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and could be put into effect as a result of the agreement of the famous 
Almohad shaykh al-Ajall ('the eminent') A b u Hafs ' U m a r al-Hintâtï. Once 
these operations had been carried out the caliph, in order to calm the people, 
lost no time in informing the Almohad 'colonies' of the various provinces 
that each Mu'min id sayyid would be accompanied by an Almohad shaykh 
as lieutenant - a vizier, admittedly, but also an adviser. 'Abd al-Mu'min's 
conquests and victories had crushed the dignitaries of earlier times, and the 
approval of the Atlas chiefs was not so much a matter of loyal adherence 
as a sign of weakness. These actions by the caliph provoked the rebellion 
of several kabïlas, especially in the south-east.76 

T h e Gazüla gave a great welcome to the famous Yahya al-Sahrawi, the 
former Almoravid governor of Fez and former leader of the Ceuta revolt, 
which caused unrest on the borders of the Süs. T h e Lamuta, the Hashtuka 
and the Lamtuna also rebelled. Yet these tribes were marginal to Almohad 
policies: their rebellion was therefore probably due to the excesses of the 
Mu'min id governors.77 Mo re generally, these movements seem to have 
marked a phase in the development of the new regime during which 
Mu 'min id power was apparently trying to find its balance. 

These revolts, as a whole, were of little importance in comparison with 
another event which was, in its future consequences, m u c h more significant: 
the revolt of the M a h d f s two brothers, 'Isa and 'Abd al-'Aziz, w h o set 
up a conspiracy in Marrakesh that nearly succeeded. T h e caliph returned 
to his capital by forced marches and, in the investigation that followed, 
documents were discovered that revealed the names of 300 conspirators, 
including five leading merchants of Marrakesh. They were handed over 
to the wrath of the population. 

After these testing times, 'Abd al -Mu'min seems once and for all to 
have become the head of an empire rather than of a community of believers, 
and a sort of coolness developed between him and the leaders of the 
Almohad movement. After the defeat of the Ait A m g h a r conspiracy, al-
Baydhak reports that he called together the people of Marrakesh and told 
them: 'I now know that apart from you I have neither brothers nor clients.'7 8 

A sincere and bitter admission, or a piece of demagogy? O n e thing seems 
certain, namely that henceforth ' A b d al-Mu'min gave his policy a new 
direction: he stopped relying exclusively on the ruling 'clan', the M a s m ü d a 
aristocracy, and tried to enlarge his power base to include other kabilas, 
particularly those of the Hilal Arabs and the central Maghrib. ' A b d al-
M u ' m i n gradually began to free himself from Ibn Tümart's concept of 
the community, based on clan and sect, and to promote a genuinely im­
perial policy, taking account of all levels of this society in the new empire. 

76. Merad, 1957, p. 146. 
77. Lévi-Provençal, 1928a, quotes *Abd al-Mu'min as telling Abu Hafs, w h o m he 

sent to put down these rebellions, 'The camel has reared up in spite of her load.' (Text 
p. 177, French transi, p. 193). 

78. ibid., text p. 119, French transi., pp. 198-9. 
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The conquest ofIfnkiya19 

In 1156 Mu'min id power was solidly established and all opposition and 
disputes had died d o w n . 8 0 'Abd a l -Mu'min could then undertake the 
second eastern campaign, at the end of which he was for the first time 
to unify the Maghrib under one single authority. H e took particular care 
over preparations for this campaign, and it was only in 1159 that he 
resolved to march eastwards. T h e Zirid al-Hassan Ibn 'All, w h o had 
taken refuge with him, continually urged him on, and the people of 
Ifnkiya made repeated appeals for help against the activities of the 
Christians. 

Leaving A b u Hafs as his lieutenant in Morocco, the caliph set off from 
Sale in the spring of 1159 at the head of a considerable force, while an 
impressive fleet steered a parallel course towards the east.81 Six months 
later the Almohad army arrived before Tunis, which was taken after a 
blockade.82 Then it was the turn of Mahdiyya, which had been in the 
hands of the Christian Normans for twelve years, to be besieged and taken 
after seven months of effort, including a blockade and other strong 
measures. T h e caliph's son, 'Abd-Allah, took Gabès and Gafsa. Meanwhile 
Sfax and Tripoli fell into the hands of the Almohads. T h e hinterland of 
Ifnkiya, caught in a pincer movement between the attacks of the fleet against 
the coast and the breaches made by the cavalry in the south, was eventually 
subdued. Thus in Ifnkiya the small principalities which had shared the 
spoils of the Zirid kingdom had disappeared, the Normans had been 
dislodged from their positions on the coast and the Maghrib found itself 
united. 

Preparations for the intervention in Andalusia, and the end of 'Abd 
al-Mu'min's reign*3 

Meanwhile the situation in Andalusia was increasingly disquieting. O n e 
of the greatest Andalusian lords, Ibn Mardanïsh, had revolted against 
Almohad authority and threatened the whole of the eastern part; the last 
representative of the Almoravid dynasty, Ibn Ghäniya, was carrying out 

79. O n the conquest of Ifnkiya by 'Abd al-Mu'min, see Idris, op. cit., Vol. 1, pp. 384 ff. 
80. Official Letter no. 17 tells us of a pilgrimage by 'Abd al-Mu'min, a sort of tour 

of inspection by the caliph and his entourage. H e went to Tgïllïz and then to Tînmallal, 
and during this journey received delegations from many kabtlas, both those who had been 
loyal from the start and those who had been conquered after a more chequered past, who 
now assured him of their loyalty. H e exhorted the people to strengthen their devotion 
to Almohad doctrine. Returning to Marrakesh on the 28th of Ramadan 552 (4 November 
1157), he was able to celebrate the 'Id al-Fitr (feast at the end of the fast) as a festival 
of Mu'min id peace in the far Maghrib. See Merad, 1957, p. 154. 

81. For details of the number of troops as given by different sources, see Merad, 1957, 
PP- 154-5-

82. For details, see 'Inân, 1964, Vol. 1, pp. 289-302. 
83. ibid., pp. 304-411, for details of developments in Spain. 
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anti-Almohad agitation; and the Christians were continually pressing their 
advantage by making more and more incursions against northern 
Andalusia.84 

Once he was back in Morocco, 'Abd a l -Mu'min began to prepare for 
his intervention in Spain. H e sent reinforcements, including Arab con­
tingents, which carried the day both at Badajoz and Béja. H e went to 
Marrakesh, where he received m a n y kumiyya from among his taxpayers, 
apparently to form his personal bodyguard; and in 1163 he set off for 
Sale to direct a great expedition to Spain. However, he died there suddenly 
before he could carry out his plan. H e was taken to Tînmallal, where he 
was buried near the tomb of the Mahdî , Ibn Tümart . 

There is no need to dwell on 'Abd al-Mu'min's qualities as military 
leader and strategist; the important thing is that he carried out the con­
quest methodically, showing great qualities of organization and a sure 
knowledge of the country and of military science. However, the most 
striking fact is that 'Abd al-Mu'min's policy of conquest included economic 
objectives. T h u s he cut off the Atlantic coast of Morocco - which the 
Almoravids had been the first to link with the Sahara on a grand scale 
- from its contacts with Africa, and secured control of an axis from Dar'a 
(Draa) to Oran, which was henceforth to be the caravan route bringing 
gold and produce from western Sudan. 

T h e caliph also had to look both northwards and eastwards, for the 
Mediterranean was vital to the Maghrib, especially as Christendom was 
going over to the offensive on all fronts. Here we already glimpse the 
difficulty that lay ahead for the Almohad unitarian enterprise; it was to 
become virtually impossible to hold both Andalusia and Ifnkiya at the 
same time. 

T h e Maghrib, however, acquired political unity under 'Abd a l -Mu'min, 
in addition to its already long-standing economic and cultural unity. Break­
ing with Almoravid tradition, which had been inspired by Hispano-
'Umayyad organization, he set up an administrative system for the whole 
area which took account both of the political constraints resulting from 
the size of the empire and also of his wish to spare the feelings of his 
entourage, w h o were by origin Almohad Berbers. M a n y of the rules of 
this system survive in the organization of the Makhzen of modern Morocco. 
W h e n the Almohads turned to the Andalusians — or to m e n of the Maghrib 
trained in Andalusia — they were meeting a technical necessity for the 
administrative framework, while at the same time serving both their political 
purposes - expressed in the duality between the Mu'min id sayyid and 
the Almohad shaykh - and also their ideological purposes, represented 
by the talaba and the huffaz, the real 'political commissars' of the regime. 

84. O n Ibn Mardanïsh and Ibn Ghâniya. see Encyclopaedia of Islam, new edn, Vol. 
3, pp. 864-5 a nd Vol. 2, pp. 1007-8. 
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This organization, which was far more differentiated than that of the 
Almoravids, was financed by a new tax system. It is said that on his return 
from Ifnkiya in 555/1160, 'Abd a l -Mu'min caused a survey to be made 
of the whole of the Maghrib, from Barka in Tripolitania to Nul in 
southern Morocco;85 one-third was deducted for mountains and un­
productive land, and the rest was made liable to the kharad¿ (land tax), 
payable in cash or in kind. 'Abd al-Mu'min's land register was the first 
to be set up since R o m a n times; this gives an idea of the considerable 
resources at this caliph's disposal. H e made all the inhabitants pay the 
kharädjj thus putting them on a level with non-Muslims because they were 
not - except for the Almohad community - true muwahhidun. The Hilalians 
had probably instituted a similar tax in the eastern Maghrib, and 'Abd 
a l -Mu'min had only to make it universal, using the Hilalians themselves 
to collect it. Only the lands of the Almohads were not liable to the kharädjj 
thus the central Maghrib and Ifnkiya were regarded as conquered territory. 
Unity was therefore turned to the victor's advantage. T h e unification of 
the Maghrib was made more difficult by this, especially since Almohad 
ideology, despite 'Abd al-Mu'min's modifications, remained too sectarian 
to achieve 'a calming of minds'.86 

' Abd al-Mu'min seems nevertheless to have relied more on his army 
and navy than on a policy of genuine unification, despite the enlargement 
of the original M a s m ü d a nucleus. Because of their tax system and sound 
currency, the Almohads were able to maintain a large army and navy; but 
the Almohad army, renowned for its organization, discipline and fighting 
qualities, was never unified, and this was to prove a weak point which 
became more and more serious. 

O n e other feature of 'Abd al-Mu'min's reign is worth mentioning, 
although it is hard to assess within the limits of the present study; this 
is what is often called the 'deportation' of the Hilalians. T h e transfer of 
the Beduins was a response to too many motives and had too many varied 
consequences for us to sum it up in one word, as did the late L e Tourneau, 
w h o described it as a 'calamity' - no doubt carried away by the prejudices 
of the all-too-recent French colonial period.87 

T h e period of stability and balance 

Abü Ya'küb Yüsuf (1163-84) 
'Abd al -Mu'min was succeeded not by the heir presumptive, M u h a m m a d , 
designated in 1154, but by another of his sons, A b u Ya'küb Yüsuf, w h o 
did not take the title of caliph, Amir al-Mtftninïn, until 1168. Thus there 
was a succession crisis, which probably lay behind the unrest that erupted 

85. Ibn A M Zar', loe. cit., text p. 129, French transi., p. 174. 
86. Laroui, op. cit., pp. 171-2. 
87. Le Tourneau, op. cit., p. 59. 
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in northern Morocco among the Ghumara , between Ceuta and al-Kasr 
al-Kabïr. Their unrest spread to their Sanhaja and Awraba neighbours, 
and succeeded in giving them a leader w h o seems to have struck a coinage. 
Reading the Kirtas, one gains the impression that the unrest perhaps arose 
because the new caliph disbanded the army mustered by c Abd al -Mu'min 
for the Andalusian expedition. Official Letter no. 24, however, gives a 
religious explanation for this revolt, which was led by a certain Saba' Ibn 
Managhfad and lasted two years.88 The Mälikite resistance in the Ceuta 
region, at the prompting of the famous Kâdï 'Iyad, may give this explanation 
a certain plausibility. 

In any case the rising was a very serious one and the new caliph himself 
had to lead a campaign against the rebels in 1166-7, m t n e company of 
his two brothers, ' U m a r and 'U thman. According to Ibn al-Athïr, the 
caliph's victory ended in a massacre.89 It gave him an opportunity to take 
the title of Amïr al-Mu'minïn; and to round off his campaign he gave his 
own brother the governorship of Ceuta, with the task of watching over 
the Rif. 

THE ANDALUSIAN CAMPAIGN 
T h e caliph sent his two brothers, ' U m a r and 'U thman , ahead of him. They 
managed to defeat Ibn Mardanïsh and his Christian mercenaries in 1165; 
but the capital, Murcia, held out against them, and the principality was 
to return to its independence for five more years. Meanwhile, serious threats 
were beginning to be identified in Portugal to the west. Giraldo Sempavor, 
Alfonso Henriques's famous captain, seized several positions in 1165, and 
then came with his king to besiege Badajoz, which owed its salvation only 
to the intervention of the Almohads' ally, Ferdinand II of Leon. 

While this was happening, the threat of Ibn Mardanïsh in the east was 
removed almost without cost to the Almohads. At loggerheads with his 
father-in-law and lieutenant, Ibn H a m u s h k (the Hemochico of the Christian 
chronicles), Ibn Mardanïsh was deserted by most of his followers and died 
in 1172, grief-stricken to see his efforts come to nothing. T h e members 
of his family rallied to the Almohads, and became valued advisers. In 
1172-3 the failure of the siege of Huete (Wabdha), the newly repopulated 
centre which constituted a threat to Cuenca and the Levantine border, 
revealed the weaknesses of the Almohad army and commissariat, and also 
the caliph's lack of energy. T h e mere approach of the Castilian army was 
sufficient to raise the siege, and the Almohads fell back on Murcia, where 
the army was disbanded. In 1181-2 the caliph entered Marrakesh with 
his army, and was joined there by Arab contingents from Ifrïkiya led by 
the Arab shaykh, A b u Sirhan Mas 'ud Ibn Sultan. 

88. See Encyclopédie d'Islam, new edn, Vol. 2, p. 1121; A . Merad, 1962, Vol. 20, p. 409 
and notes; Ibn Abï Zar', loe. cit., text pp. 137-8, French transi., pp. 295-6. 

89. See 'Inän, 1964, Vol. 2, pp. 23 ff.; Encyclopaedia of Islam, new edn, Vol. 1, pp. 160-1. 

44 



The unification of the Maghrib under the Almohads 

Abü Yüsuf Ya'küb al-Mansßr (1184-çç) 
Prince A b ü Yüsuf Ya'küb al-Mansür does not seem to have been designated 
as heir presumptive. W h e n the choice of the Almohads fell on him there 
was some contention - from his brother ' U m a r , governor of Murcia, among 
others. However, he must have established himself quite quickly, for he 
is known to us for his qualities of dynamism and gallantry. H e had also 
been his father's vizier and close associate, and had thus been initiated 
into affairs of state.90 Nevertheless, the beginning of the reign was marked 
by difficulties not unconnected with the growth of unrest in the central 
Maghrib and Ifnkiya, provoked this time by hostile agents, the Banü 
Ghäniya, w h o were determined to challenge the Almohad order. 

THE BANÜ GHÁNIYA IN THE CENTRAL MAGHRIB 
This family took its name from the Almoravid Princess Ghäniya, who was 
given in marriage by the Almoravid Sultan Yüsuf Ibn Tashfin to 'AIT 
Ibn Yüsuf al-Masufi. H e had two sons by her, Yahyä and M u h a m m a d . 9 ' 

The two brothers played an important part during the Almoravid period, 
particularly in Spain. M u h a m m a d was governor of the Balearics at the time 
of the collapse of the Almoravids; he turned them into a place of refuge, 
proclaimed himself independent there and made the islands a base to which 
many supporters of the defeated dynasty withdrew. His son, Ishäk, con­
tinued his policy and made the little kingdom prosper through piracy. 
Ishäk's son, M u h a m m a d , was inclined to recognize Almohad suzerainty, 
but his brothers deposed him in favour of another brother, 'All, and then 
decided to wage a ruthless war against the Almohads to stop them seizing 
the islands.92 They resolved soon afterwards to carry the war into the 
Maghrib, mainly for reasons of trade. This was not a simple rebellion, 
but almost a political struggle which was to have profound repercussions 
for the people of the Maghrib and heavy consequences for the Almohad 
enterprise. It was 'AIT, known as 'AIT Ibn Ghäniya, w h o took up the battle 
under pressure from his entourage of implacable Almohads. 

The new caliph, Ya'küb, came to power in conditions that could hardly 
be called splendid. The H a m m a d i d Sanhaja of Bidjäya had not lost all 
hope of regaining power. T h e Majorcan Almohads took the opportunity 
offered by favourable conditions to bring off an audacious coup, which 
resulted in the capture of Bidpya on 12 November 1184.93 They then 
undertook, on their own account, to reconstitute the H a m m a d i d kingdom. 

90. O n the reign of this prince, see Encyclopaedia of Islam, new edn, Vol. 1, pp. 165-6; 
Merad, 1962; Ibn 'Idhârï al-Marrâkushï, loe. cit., text pp. 189 and 192, French transi, 
pp. 226 and 229; Lévi-Provençal, 1941a, N o . 27, pp. 158-62; the latter rules out any decision 
on the part of Caliph Abü Ya'küb Yüsuf. 

91. See Encyclopaedia of Islam, new edn, Vol. 2, p. 1007; A . Bel, 1903. 
92. See 'Inân, op. cit., Vol. 1, pp. 148, 305 ff. and especially 314-15, and Vol. 2, pp. 

144 ff.; Encyclopaedia of Islam, new edn, Vol. 2, p. 1007; Merad, 1962, p. 422 n. 9. 
93. Huici Miranda gives the date 19 Safar 581 (22 M a y 1185). 
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T h e success of this unexpected attack, achieved with very modest forces -
a detachment of 20 units, a troop of 200 cavalry and 4000 infantrymen -
demonstrated the fragility of Almohad power, exposed as it was to 
numerous attacks. This must have facilitated the Majorcan operation that 
drove out the Almohad governor, w h o withdrew to Tlemcen. 

Given this impetus, CA1T Ibn Ghäniya, assisted by the Arabs Riyah, 
Athbadjand Djudhäm, left his brother Yahyä at Bidjäya and marched west­
wards to cut off the central Maghrib from the Almohad authority. H e 
succeeded in occupying Algiers, Müzaya and the west, although he feared 
an encounter with the people of the Tlemcen area, w h o supported the 
Almohads. Then he returned eastwards, took Kal'a and fell upon Constan-
tine, which offered fierce resistance. T h e approach of the Almohad caliph 
caused him to withdraw and, in the end, to flee. This first Almoravid 
venture did not last long, but caused a considerable stir. With some reason 
the author of the Mifdjib saw it as the first obvious blow against the 
M a s m ü d empire, whose effects were still palpable at the time he was writing 
(1224-5)."» 

T h e Majorcan roused and mobilized all the anti-Almohad forces, which 
no doubt found in him the leader of w h o m they had been dreaming. Ibn 
Khaldün, for example, describes the great zeal with which the Arabs 
supported the Majorcan.95 Another factor was the obvious inertia of the 
Almohad central government; it took six months to react, which was enough 
to disturb the peoples least inclined to challenge Almohad authority. 

Ibn Ghäniya had taken advantage of the difficulties at the beginning 
of the reign; but when the new caliph returned from Seville, he took special 
care over the preparations for his counter-stroke. F rom Ceuta he launched 
a combined expedition by sea and land aimed at Algiers. T h e Almohad 
operation succeeded in reoccupying the ground lost; but the army c o m ­
mander, Sayyid A b ü Zayd, nephew of the caliph, made the serious mistake 
of supposing that Ibn Ghäniya, fleeing deep into the south towards M o a b , 
had been put out of harm's way. In fact he had taken refuge with his 
brothers in Ifrîkiya, and was to acquire new strength there and return 
to the fray refreshed. 

THE BANÜ GHÄNIYA IN IFRÎKIYA 
With their fleet lost and their bridgehead at Bidjäya recaptured by the 
Almohads, the Banü Ghäniya were to change the style of their anti-Almohad 
war. It became a sort of guerrilla war, using the desert, where the inhabi­
tants were in a state of perpetual dissidence, as a base for withdrawal and 
regrouping. cAlï Ibn Ghäniya went back to the Djarîd and, with the help 
of the local Arabs, took Gafsa. With Tozeur holding out against him, he 

94. See Merad, 1962, p. 424; 'Inân, op. cit., Vol. 2, pp. 148 ff. and 156-8 for the 
situation in the Balearios during Ibn Ghäniya's action in the Maghrib; for the Mu'djib, 
see Ibn 'Idhârï al-Marrâkushï, loe. cit., p. 230. 

95. Ibn Khaldün. 1852-6 edn; Merad, 1962, pp. 427 ff. 
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decided to join forces with the Armenian Karäküsh, a freedman of a nephew 
of the Ayyubid Salah al-Din (Saladin), w h o held the Tripoli area with 
a force of Turcomans from Ghuzz . O n his way Ibn Ghäniya rallied the 
Lamtuna and Masufa Berbers and won the support of the Banü Salaym 
Arabs.96 His position being considerably strengthened thereby, he took 
a step that revealed the true extent of his political ambitions: he sent his 
oath of allegiance to the Abbasid Caliph al-Näsir, from w h o m he obtained 
support and the promise of help. T h e Abbasid, if Ibn Khaldûn is to be 
believed, urged Saladin to favour the alliance between Karäküsh and Ibn 
Ghäniya:97 this co-operation soon bore fruit. T h e Armenian made Gabès 
his main base, and the Majorcan occupied the whole of the Djarïd, thus 
producing a homogeneous domain in the south-west of Tunisia. 

From these positions the threat of the two allies continually overhung 
the whole of Ifrïkiya; their raids reached Cape Bon, and only Tunis and 
Mahdiyya escaped their activities.98 Action by the imperial government 
became essential. 

ABU YÜSUF Y A ' K O B ' S INTERVENTION IN IFRÏKIYA 
Despite the hesitation and disquiet within the Mu'min id family itself, the 
Caliph A b ü Yüsuf Ya'küb decided to lead an expedition to the east in 
person.99 At the head of 20 000 horsemen, he set off for Tunis in December 
1186. W h e n Ibn Ghäniya heard the news, he disengaged his troops and 
withdrew to Djarïd. Pursued by an Almohad force of 6000 horsemen, he 
led them on into his own area, and only engaged them at ' U m r a , near 
Gafsa, where on 24 June 1187 he inflicted a heavy defeat on them. T h e 
caliph himself took part in the operations; he marched on Kayrawän, and 
cut off Ibn Ghäniya's retreat from Gafsa. Ibn Ghäniya was then beaten 
at a l - H a m m a on 14 October 1187; his troops were annihilated, but he 
himself, although wounded, managed to 'vanish' into the desert; the caliph 
made the mistake of not having him pursued. Ya'küb turned against 
Karäküsh, took his base (Gabès) on 15 October 1187, and captured both 
his treasure and his family, but spared his life. 

Following these victories, the caliph set out to re-establish Almohad 
authority in these troubled areas. H e carried out a mopping-up operation 
throughout the Djarïd, the rich basin that supplied the enemy's forces. 
H e seized Nafzawa (Tozeur), Takyus and Naftï. H e retook Gafsa after 
a hard siege and punished the Almoravid officials severely, but showed 
clemency towards the Ghuzz, w h o m he apparently wanted to make an 
élite corps in his army. 

96. Some sections of the Banü Sulaym refused to leave their own areas in Tripolitania 
and Cyrenaica, despite the warnings of Caliph Yüsuf; see Lévi-Provençal, 1941a, no. 26, 
p. 156-

97. See Ibn Khaldun, 1852-6 edn, pp. 93-4. 
98. Ibn al-Athïr, loc. cit., pp. 607-8. 
99. Merad, 1962, Vol. 2, pp. 432 ff. 
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T h e Almoravid forces had been annihilated, their bases demolished and 
their allies dispersed. T h e whole of southern Tunisia was once more under 
Almohad authority. After the end of his campaign A b ü Yüsuf Ya'küb 
proceeded to the great 'deportation' of, the D judhám, Riyah and cÄsim 
groups, w h o were mostly settled in the Tämasnä, an area virtually emptied 
of its inhabitants, the famous Barghawäta, following the Almoravid con­
quest and the various repressive Almohad expeditions.100 T h e Arab 
element in Morocco was thus substantially strengthened. 

Events were to show that Ifrïkiya was far from having been pacified. 
Yahyä Ibn Ghäniya, w h o succeeded his brother 'All, was to rebuild the 
anti-Almohad coalition with unusual energy and skill. H e carried on the 
war against the Almohad empire for about half a century, delivering 
swingeing blows to its power. H e undermined its eastern province, causing 
it enormous difficulties, and thus greatly helped to weaken it. 

THE REAPPEARANCE OF THE BANÜ GHÄNIYA IN IFRKIYA AND 
THE CENTRAL MAGHRIB 
T h e new leader of the Banü Ghäniya, Yahyä, rebuilt his forces, renewed 
the alliance with Karäküsh and took up his former activities. Avoiding 
Ifrïkiya, where the nomad Arab element had been weakened by the great 
deportation of 1187-8, he concentrated his attacks on the central Maghrib. 
W a s he trying by these tactics to reach the coast and re-establish contact 
with Majorca?101 In any case his attacks against Constantine failed, and 
he withdrew to the south to link up with Karäküsh, with w h o m his relations 
were to become increasingly difficult. 

Meanwhile Karäküsh abandoned his tactical alliance with the A l m o -
hads.102 With the help of a Riyahid Arab chief, Mas 'üd al-Bult, he 
re-established his former domain, which stretched from Tripoli to 
Gabès. 1 0 3 Yahyä m a d e himself master of Biskra, and once again, with his 
ally, controlled the whole of the interior of Tunisia. In 1195 a dispute 
broke out between the two allies and, owing to the intervention of a fleet 
sent from the Balearics by his brother 'Abdallah, Yahyä drove Karäküsh 
back into the Djabal Nafüsa. Thus he became master of a vast territory 
extending unbroken from Tripolitania to the Djarïd. 

In addition, a crisis had arisen in the Almohad ranks, weakening their 
positions in Ifrïkiya still further. In 1198 an Almohad officer, M u h a m m a d 
Ibn 'Abd al-Karim al-Raghraghi, w h o was very popular in his native town 
of Mahdiyya, which he was defending against the incursions of the nomads, 
quarrelled with the Almohad governor of Tunis and proclaimed himself 

100. Lévi-Provençal, 1941a, nos 31, 32, p. 218, and 33 (from Manzil Abï Sa'id, near 
Mahdiyya, dated 10 Rabi' II), p. 584; 1941b, pp. 63-4. 

101. See Bel, op. cit., p. 89. 
102. Probably as a result of the failure of Saladin's embassy to Ya'küb al-Mansür in 

586 (c. + 1194); see 'Inân, op. cit., pp. 181-6. 
103. G . Marcáis, 1913, pp. 203-4. 
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independent, even taking the title of al-Mutawakkil. ' °4 His venture came 
to nothing, but his death opened up great possibilities for Yahyä, w h o 
in two years of campaigning devastated the country and made himself 
master of Bedja, Biskra, Tebessa, Kayrawän and Annäba. 

T h e Almohad governor of Tunis finally surrendered; an attack by the 
Kharidjites in the Djabal Nafusa came just at the right momen t to 
strengthen the position of Ibn Ghäniya, w h o was n o w master of the whole 
eastern half of the Maghrib, and at the height of his power. 

THE AL-ARAK (ALARCOS) CAMPAIGN AND THE END OF Y A ' K O B ' S REIGN 
These serious events in the east coincided with equally serious difficulties 
in Spain.105 T h e Almohad dilemma - the impossibility of operating on 
both fronts - reared its head in an acute form. H o w did Ya'kûb face up 
to events? T h e sources are contradictory; but w e m a y note that from 1194 
the caliph seems to have resigned himself to virtually abandoning Ifrîkiya 
to its fate in order to concentrate on the affairs of Spain.106 

T h e truce of 1190 with the Castilians was about to expire and Alfonso 
VIII was approaching the Seville area. T h e caliph once more crossed the 
Straits, and on 18 July 1195 he w o n the famous battle of al-Arak (Alarcos) 
against the Castilians. This victory earned him the title of al-mansßr billah 
('the victor through God's will'). In the following year the caliph launched 
a campaign of devastation which took him to the walls of Madrid, aided 
in particular by the disagreements that had arisen between Castile, Navarre 
and Léon. However, these operations were only raids, with no future; the 
caliph must have realized this, for he hastened to accept the offers of a 
truce from Castile, which had allied itself with Aragon against Léon. 

Caliph Ya'küb left Seville for Morocco in March 1198. O n his arrival, 
weakened by sickness, he had his son M u h a m m a d proclaimed heir pre­
sumptive, and entered upon a period of meditation, so we are told, which 
lasted until his death in January 1199. 

Abu lAbd Allah Muhammad al-Nàsir (iiçg-1214) 
M u h a m m a d al-Näsir's accession took place without problems (although 
the author of the Kirtßs mentions a revolt in Ghümara country in 596/ 
c. + 1204). '0 7 However, he inherited a situation which was far from healthy, 
although Morocco was apparently experiencing a period of peace and 
prosperity. In Spain the balance of power had not changed, and in Ifrîkiya 
Ibn Ghäniya reigned as absolute master after the surrender of the governor 
of Tunis. 

T h e new caliph gave priority to Ifrîkiya, sending bodies of troops there 

104. For details, see Merad, 1962, p. 440. 
105. For details, see 'Inân, op. cit., Vol. 2, pp. 196 ff. 
106. See Merad, 1962, p. 443; Ibn al-Athïr, loe. cit., p. 613. 
107. Ibn Abï Zar', loe. cit., p. 153. 
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to try to contain Ibn Ghâniya. But the latter extended his possessions 
further and further west, installed his own governors and had prayers said 
in the name of the 'Abbasid' caliph, according to Ibn Khaldûn. 

Even so the caliph could not mount a large-scale operation in the east 
because of a simultaneous revolt in the Süs and among the Gazula, which 
was led by one A b u Kasaba, w h o claimed to be the expected kahtani; 
it thwarted the Almohads in Morocco, where they were embattled in the 
very name of Mahd ism. A major campaign was needed to put it down , 
with the special help of the Ghuzz contingents of the army. T h e caliph 
bitterly reproached the peoples of the area that A b u Kasaba's movement 
should have been able to reach such proportions there, of all regions, the 
one which was the cradle of the Almohad movement . 1 0 8 

This shows h o w different these late twelfth-century Almohads were from 
the 'knights of the faith' and the unitarian reformers of the early days. 
Apathy and weariness were spreading among them, and this was the most 
serious danger to a movement which was showing m a n y signs of running 
out of steam. This defeatist attitude showed more clearly when it came 
to the question of the attitude to be adopted towards Ibn Ghlniya. O f 
all the caliph's advisers, only A b u M u h a m m a d 'Abd al-Wahid, son of the 
famous shaykh A b u Hafs ' U m a r , opposed the idea of making peace with 
the Almoravid, and advocated an expedition to drive him out of IfrTkiya 
once and for all.109 Thus signs of defeatism, auguring the failure of the 
imperial idea, were beginning to appear even among the caliph's entourage. 
However, in a burst of energy Caliph M u h a m m a d al-Nâsir resolved 
to launch a great offensive against Ibn Ghâniya. 

AL-NÄSIR'S OFFENSIVE AGAINST THE BANO GHÂNIYA AND THE 
REORGANIZATION OF ALMOHAD POWER IN IFRÏKIYA 
Al-Nâsir's offensive was distinguished by a new strategy: he began by 
reducing the Almoravid refuge in the Balearics, and stormed Majorca in 
December 1203, thus robbing the Banü Ghâniya of a naval - and, even 
more, a commercial - base, from which they had been maintaining close 
links with Aragon, Genoa and Pisa, all hostile to the Almohads.1 1 0 T h e 
Almoravid positions in Ifrikiya, however, became stronger and stronger, 
and on 15 December 1203 they took Tunis. T h e caliph then took the field; 
at his approach Ibn Ghâniya fled into the interior, leaving his family and 
treasure at Mahdiyya for safe-keeping."' H e reached Gafsa, one of his 
most secure strongholds. A n Almohad landing led to the capture of Tunis, 
and this was followed by a great massacre; ' ' 2 then the Almohad forces 

108. See 'Inân, op. cit. Vol. 2, p. 656; Merad, 1962, pp. 448-9; Ibn 'Idhârï al-
Marrâkushï, loe. cit., p. 276. 

109. Ibn Khaldûn. French transi. 1852-6, Vol. 2, pp. 220-1. 
n o . O n the capture of Majorca, see Lévi-Provençal, 1941a. 
in . For details of these campaigns, see 'Inân, op. cit., Vol. 2, pp. 257-70. 
112. Ibn Khaldûn. French transi. 1852-6, Vol. 2, pp. 221-2 and 286-7. 
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were deployed in two directions. T h e caliph marched on Mahdiyya, and 
shaykh A b u M u h a m m a d set out in pursuit of Ibn Ghäniya. 

Mahdiyya was taken after a long and difficult siege. Its governor, cAlï 
Ibn Ghazi, nephew of Ibn Ghäniya, finally surrendered and joined the 
Almohads on 11 January 1206. T h e caliph then returned to Tunis to spend 
a year there reorganizing the province, whose reconquest and pacification 
were entrusted to his brother, A b u Ishâk. T h e latter subdued the Matmata 
and the Nafüsa, and pursued Ibn Ghäniya (who had meanwhile been 
defeated by the Hafsid A b u M u h a m m a d at Tadjra, near Gabès, and robbed 
of all his wealth) as far as the Barka area, but did not succeed in capturing 
him. 

O n the sensible, though possibly self-interested, advice of his chief 
lieutenants, the caliph decided to appoint to the governorship of Ifrïkiya, 
an important and difficult office, the victor of Tadjra, the Hintäta shaykh 
A b u M u h a m m a d 'Abd al-Wahid, son of A b u Hafs ' U m a r . As a 'grandee 
of the empire' he accepted this delicate mission, which took him away 
from the central power, only on his sovereign's insistence and on conditions 
which made him to all intents and purposes a kind of viceroy.113 This 
wise measure constituted yet another admission of the failure of the 
Almohads' imperial endeavour. 

In M a y 1207 the caliph again set out for Morocco. Ibn Ghäniya re­
appeared and, with the support of m a n y Arabs (Riyah, Sulaym and 
Dawawida), tried to cut the road; but his forces were crushed in the plain 
of Chelif. H e then fell back, following the edge of the desert, and reappeared 
in southern Ifrïkiya; but the new governor, w h o had won over large sections 
of the Sulaymids, marched against him and overwhelmed him in Wad i 
Shabrou, near Tebessa, in 1208. 

Ibn Ghäniya went deep into the desert and reappeared in the west. 
H e pushed as far as Täfflälet, captured and sacked Sijilmasa and defeated 
and killed the governor of Tlemcen. During this campaign he had 
devastated the whole of the central Maghrib, of which Ibn Khaldün was 
to write in the fourteenth century, 'Not one fire still burns there, and 
cockcrow is heard no more ' . 1 1 4 

' Abd al-Wahid, the new governor of Ifrïkiya, intercepted Ibn Ghäniya 
on his way back from this campaign of devastation, defeated him and robbed 
him of all his booty near the Chelif. T h e Majorcan withdrew into 
Tripolitania with his allies and there prepared to try his luck for the last 
time against 'Abd al-Wahid; but the latter crushed him in 1209-10 at the 
foot of the pjabal Nafüsa with a very numerous force of Arabs - Riyah, 
cAwf, Dabbab, Dawawida and some Zenäta. Ifrïkiya was to enjoy at least 
ten years of peace, owing to the energy of its new governor.115 Ibn 

113. R . Brunschvig, 1940, p. 13. 
114. Set Encyclopaedia of Islam, new edn, Vol. 2, pp. 1007-8. 
115. Merad, 1962, Vol. 2, pp. 454 ft".; 'Inân, op. cit., Vol. 2, pp. 271-6; Ibn Khaldfln. 

French transi. 1852-6, Vol. 2, pp. 290-1. 
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Ghäniya went still further south into the W a d d ä n , where he rid himself 
of his old ally and rival, Karäküsh; he had him killed and took his place in 
1212. Ibn Ghäniya was finally to be captured in 1233 by 'Abd al-Wahid's 
successor. 

T h e stormy epic of the Banû Ghäniya lasted more than half a century. 
Its remarkable combination of an island and maritime background with 
a nomad Saharan element is highly reminiscent of the beginnings of the 
Almoravid epic. Various views have been expressed about it. Georges 
Marcáis, for example, being more concerned with effects than with essential 
causes, saw in it only an extension of what he called the Hilal 'catastrophe' 
and 'accused' the Majorcans of spreading the Arab 'scourge' to the central 
Maghrib. ' ' 6 Today, however, the Hilalian problem has been studied more 
dispassionately; researchers and historians have abandoned the tendentious 
theory of the Beduin as the scourge of civilization. 

Nevertheless, this venture cannot be reduced to a mere agitation or an 
ordinary rebellion without political objectives. It was a remarkably per­
sistent struggle against the Mu 'min id dynasty, and even more against the 
Almohad system. In short, it was a power struggle waged by the Banü 
Ghäniya in an endeavour to present themselves as an alternative to the 
Almohad order. T h e perseverance, endurance and steadfastness of their 
struggle shows that the Banü Ghäniya campaign sprang from deep-rooted 
motives and served a cause to which they must have been profoundly 
devoted. Politics and ideology no doubt had an important place among 
the essential motives of this struggle, for it united all those in opposition 
to the Almohads: fallen former dynasties, Mälikites, supporters of the 
Abbasid caliphate in Baghdad, nomad Arab kabïlas, and Berbers in Tripoli-
tania anxious to escape from their mountain isolation. A study of these 
opponents and their role in the 'Majorcan epic' is certainly needed. 

T w o aspects m a y help us at least to glimpse some very probable economic 
reasons for the Majorcans' relative success. T h e first is that Majorca con­
stituted a naval, trading and diplomatic base, whose fall presaged the end 
of the Banü Ghäniya. T h e second concerns the geopolitical sphere of 
influence of the Banü Ghäniya. In the Maghrib, this consisted essentially 
of an area from the W a d d ä n and south-eastern Tripolitania in the east 
to the former Khäridjite settlements of the southern central Maghrib in 
the west. This long horizontal strip, capable of extension to the south and 
sometimes also to the north, comprised rich oases and dissident peoples; 
above all, it was the outlet of the great traditional trans-Saharan routes, 
whose importance has been emphasized in more than one chapter of the 
present volume. Trans-Saharan trade was of major economic importance 
in the Maghrib. 

T h u s the struggle of the Banü Ghäniya m a y well have been designed 
to regain the heritage of the Fatimids, the Zirids and the Almoravids in 

116. Marcáis, 1913; cf. Encyclopaedia of Islam, new edn, Vol. 2, pp. 1007-8. 
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the crucial realm of trade. Almohad power, by contrast, despite the 
attraction of Spain, seems to have remained essentially on an east-west 
axis, aligned with the Tell and Lower Tell. W e m a y therefore hazard the 
guess that the Almohad enterprise took shape in a period less prosperous 
than that which saw the birth and development of the Almoravid epic: 
the Almohads, confronted with the success of the reconquista in the north, 
always seem to have lacked the commercial and strategic depth of the rich 
Sudan, whose gold breathed life into the Mediterranean economy. 

THE DEFEAT OF AL-'IKÄB (LAS NAVAS DE TOLOSA) AND THE END OF 
AL-NXSIR'S REIGN117 

T h e battle of Alarcos in 1195 had sounded an alarm for the Christians. 
They lost little time in forgetting their differences, reorganizing themselves, 
and resuming their anti-Almohad activities, despite the truce and the 
protests of al-Näsir. In 1200, Alfonso VIII of Castile threatened the Murcia 
area, and in 1210 Pedro II of Léon inflicted widespread destruction on 
the Valencia area. These operations were symptomatic of a new situation 
on the Christian side. Under the impetus of the famous bishop of Toledo, 
Rodrigo Jimenez de Rada, the reconquest was to become a real crusade, 
silencing the disagreements among the Christians and receiving support 
from the whole of Europe. T h e bishop of Toledo's campaign was crowned 
with success when Pope Innocent III agreed to declare a crusade. 

Unfortunately for the Almohads, their ranks were lacking in strength 
and unity. O n e of al-Nâsir's first measures, when he crossed the Straits, 
was to embark on a purge of the army, which entailed the execution of 
several senior officers. It was thus not surprising that on 16 July 1212 
the Almohads suffered the severe defeat of Las Navas de Tolosa, which 
soon turned into a disastrous rout. 

T h e Christians clearly exaggerated the size of their victory. A Spanish 
scholar, Ambrosio Huici Miranda, has reduced it to its true proportions 
by pointing out that it did not lead to the collapse of the Musl im positions 
in Spain.118 It was nevertheless valuable as a symbol. It was, after all, 
the first major victory by the united Christians over the Muslims of Spain 
and the Maghrib, led by their caliph in person; it caused quite a sensation, 
for it was not just an Almohad army that had been defeated, but the 
Almohad empire, with its caliph in c o m m a n d . 

O n the Muslim side, the defeat, in addition to its military aspect, d e m o n ­
strated the fragility of the Almohad system. M o r e than a military set-back, 
it was both a political defeat for a regime that was approaching crisis and 
a failure by a military machine that had lost its fighting spirit. Admittedly, 
the Almohad empire was to have a few more brilliant years, but Las Navas 
de Tolosa was the undeniable symptom of the beginning of the disinte-

117. For details, see 'Inân, op. cit., Vol. 2, pp. 282-326. 
118. Huici Miranda, 1956a, pp. 219-37, a n d '956b, Vol. 2, pp. 428-9. 
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gration of the regime. It is perhaps significant also that the Muslim West 
showed no reaction nor shock after the defeat; indeed, there was an attitude 
of passivity and almost of indifference, exemplified by the caliph himself, 
w h o hastily returned to Marrakesh and sank into a depression which lasted 
until his death in 1213, curiously reminiscent of his father's attitude in 
1198. 

The break-up of the Almohad empire and the 
disintegration of the Almohad system 
Al-Nâsir's successor, Yüsuf al-Muntasir or al-Mustansir, was a young boy 
whose enthronement by the Almohad leaders was hedged around with 
conditions limiting his powers. H e undertook not to keep Almohad con­
tingents in enemy territory for long, and not to delay paying their wages. 
Affairs of state then underwent a distinct deterioration.119 

T h e reign was relatively untroubled, however, despite the appearance 
among the Sanhaja and then among the Gazula of two individuals claiming 
descent from the Fatimids and the Mahdls. T h e calm was to last until 
1218, when the Banü Marín made their first appearance on the outskirts 
of Fez. This peace was deceptive, however. In fact, the Christian danger 
was becoming more and more of a threat. Meanwhile the Banü Ghäniva 
were stirring again and the Banü Marín, hitherto held back beyond the 
Saharan borders of the empire, were penetrating right to the heart of the 
far Maghrib, first between Täzä and Meknes and then in the Fez area.120 

In addition, as regards the internal working of the regime, the viziers were 
beginning to have exorbitant powers and to take over the actual authority 
of the state. 

W e can therefore say that al-Mustansir's reign was an interval of de­
ceptive calm, a waiting period; the various new protagonists were soon 
to show themselves and hasten the end of the empire. After al-Mustansir's 
death in 1224 events moved swiftly and there began a long period of 
confusion, a slow agony. ' 2 ' T w o of the rulers of this period stood out 
for their obvious energy: a l - M a ' m ü n (1227-32) and his son, al-Sald 
(1242-8). But their attempts at recovery were doomed to failure, because 
the forces making for disunity had become too strong.122 

T h e most serious of these pressures was perhaps the military weakness. 

119. Merad, 1962, Vol. 2, pp. 459-60; Ibn Khaldûn. French transi. 1852-6, Vol. 2, 
p. 227; Ibn Abï Zar', loe. cit., text p. 161, French transi, pp. 186-7. 

120. The position of the Banü Marín in the high plains of Figuig, where they did not 
recognize Almohad authority, is only one of several indicators showing that Almohad power 
no longer extended beyond the Tell in the central Maghrib; see Le Tourneau, op. cit., 
pp. 90-1. 

121. See Huici Miranda, 1956b, Vol. 2, pp. 451 ff., and 1954. 
122. Cf. Chapter 4 below. 
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T h e conquering Almohad army of the past had been superseded by a 
heterogeneous force, which was unable to hold its multiple fronts and ended 
by giving way to the pressure of what was becoming a western crusade.123 

After this military collapse, other weaknesses appeared, in particular the 
Almohads' inability to take the lead doctrinally and the muted hostility 
between the Mu'min ids and the Almohad shaykhs. F r o m 1224 onwards 
the latter were to try to regain power, and in particular to avenge themselves 
on the viziers, such as Ibn Djämi'; but, lacking leaders and objectives, 
their attempts were derisory and only added to the confusion. T h e collection 
of taxes and the pillage organized by a court with ever-growing needs ended 
by alienating the shaykhs, w h o presented themselves as defenders of the 
people. 

O n al-Mustansir's death the Almohad shaykhs proclaimed an old m a n 
as caliph; he was then opposed by the Andalusian 'Levant', where a brother 
of al-Näsir, al-Adil, was proclaimed successor and succeeded in establishing 
himself. But by means of intrigue, in particular with the Christians, they 
managed to get al-Adil assassinated in 1227; this brought about the rebellion 
of several kabilas, including the Khult. Thus began a period of internecine 
strife, in which the Christians and the Arab kabilas were to play an ever-
increasing role. 

Abu-'l-'alâ Idrïs, w h o had assumed the title of a l - M a ' m ü n as caliph 
at Seville in 1227, made an agreement with Ferdinand III, king of Castile, 
which allowed the caliph, in exchange for giving up some fortresses in 
Andalusia, to recruit a Christian militia; he used this to overcome his rival, 
Yahyä Ibn al-Näsir, w h o had been proclaimed caliph at Marrakesh and 
was supported by Tmmallal and the Hintäta. 

In 1230 a l - M a ' m ü n was master of the whole empire. H e then took two 
very revealing steps. T h e first was the adoption of a policy of tolerance 
and understanding towards the Christians; the second, which was even 
more significant, was a solemn renunciation of A lmohad doctrine, including 
the principle of the Mahd ï and his infallibility.124 This latter measure 
caused m u c h controversy, and received extremely varied explanations and 
interpretations. W a s it a move against the Almohad aristocracy, or a gesture 
of goodwill towards the Mälikites? Whichever it was, a l - M a ' m ü n seems 
to have taken an essentially opportunist decision, which in fact had the 
effect of undermining his o w n dynasty by robbing it of all legitimacy.12 5 

F r o m 1230 onwards he was condemned to rely on Christian mercenaries 
in return for increasingly substantial concessions, which were to be the 
origin of Christian trade in Morocco and of privileges granted to the Hilâlï 

123. From the time of al-Mustansir, and perhaps earlier, the Almohads had begun to 
use Christian militia in Morocco to defend their regime. See C . - E Dufourcq, 1968, p. 41. 

124. ibid., p. 43. 
125. Before he died in 1232, a l -Ma 'mün had time to restore the Almohad orthodoxy 

and the pre-eminence of the Mahdï Ibn Tümart, under pressure from the Almohad shaykhs. 
See Brunschvig, op. cit., Vol. 1, p. 22, n. 4. 
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Arabs w h o collected taxes. In 1232 he died in the valley of the W â d ï O u m 
al-Rabi', marching against his rival, Yahyä, w h o had retaken Marrakesh. 

A l - M a ' m ü n ' s son, al-Räshid, w o n the succession, as a result of the astute­
ness of his mother Habbada - a slave of Christian origin - and the energy 
of the Christian leader of the militia. H e was only 14 years old, however, 
and his reign ushered in a period of anarchy and factional struggles from 
which the Christian powers sought to gain as great an advantage as possible, 
particularly in Morocco's Mediterranean ports.126 Until his death in 
December 1242, al-Räshid had to fight against his rival Yahyä, w h o was 
always quick to flee into the Atlas and come down again, and against the 
Banü Marín. 

It was his young half-brother al-Sald, son of a l -Ma 'mün and a black 
slave, w h o succeeded him. H e pursued the same policy, and was harassed 
by the Banü Marín and the A b d al-Wadids from Tlemcen. His death 
in 1248 marked the beginning of a long period of difficulty, which lasted 
until 1269, when the Banü Marín conquered Marrakesh. F rom 1269 to 
1275 an Almohad 'power' was maintained at Tinmallal. There is an odd 
symbolism about this return to the starting-point. 

T h e Almohad agony thus went on for more than half a century, its 
area of control continually shrinking under the blows of numerous external 
enemies and increasingly strong centrifugal forces. First, Ifrikiya broke 
away from the empire, following the long and stubborn resistance of Yahyä 
Ibn Ghäniya, w h o had thwarted all imperial operations in the east.127 A b u 
Zakariyyä, son of the Hafsid, 'Abd al-Wahid, took power in 1228, captured 
Ibn Ghäniya in 1233 and then, using the pretext of the reshuffle that 
followed al-Ma'mün's death, proclaimed his independence; he even put 
in a claim to the office of caliph. 

T h e breaking away and then the loss of Spain followed a pattern that 
had become familiar since the beginning of the eleventh century. Authority 
was dispersed among Almohad governors, who gave way to Andalusians, 
w h o in turn appealed for help to the Christian kings and after a time 
submitted to them.1 2 8 T h e example, moreover, came from above, for the 
various claimants to the caliphate often sought support from the Christians. 
This situation opened the way to the descendants of the former local 
dynasties, Banü H ü d and Banü Mardanísh, w h o set up amirates that were 
inevitably to become vassals of the Christian rulers. In 1230 Almohad power 
disappeared from the peninsula, and was replaced either by the remote 
and tenuous 'Abbasid' suzerainty or by that of the Hafsids of Ifnkiya. 
T h e Muslim cities of Andalusia then began, one by one, to fall under 
the domination of the kings of Castile (Cordova in 1236) or Aragon 
(Valencia in 1238). 

126. Dufourcq, op. cit., pp. 54-5. 
127. Brunschvig, op. cit., Vol. 1, pp. 18-23. 
128. This disintegration of unity and the interference of Christians in the internal politics 

of the Muslim West foretold the end of Muslim dominance in the Mediterranean area. 
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T h e spread of civilization 
in the Maghrib and its 
impact on western 
civilization 

M . TALBI 

The century of the Almohads 

The apogee 

It is hard to decide just when a civilization reaches its peak, when its 
influence is greatest. For the Maghrib, was it under the Aghlabids in the 
ninth century, when the armed might of Ifnkiya threatened R o m e and ruled 
the Mediterranean? O r in the tenth, when the Fatimids made Mahdiyya 
the seat of a caliphate which rivalled that of Baghdad? O r should w e opt 
for the Almohad era (i 147-1269), when for the first time, under a local, 
authentically Berber dynasty, a vast empire was united which extended 
from Tripoli to Seville? W e have to recognize that there were several peaks, 
and among all those peaks that of the twelfth century was certainly not the 
least. 

A n d Spain? It had certainly fallen from the political greatness it 
had known of old under 'Abd al-Rahmän II (912-61) or under the 'reign' 
of the dictator, al-Mansür b. Abï cAmir, the redoubtable Almanzor of the 
Christian chronicles. But the case of Spain and the Maghrib was compar­
able with that of Greece and R o m e : Spain conquered its uncouth Berber 
conquerors, Almoravid or Almohad, twice over, and by giving them the 
age-old treasures of its artistic and cultural traditions made them into 
builders of a civilization. So from the twelfth century onwards, the civili­
zation of the Muslim West was a fusion of the culture of Spain and the 
Maghrib, even more than it had been in the past. 

It was a civilization built in part — although h o w great a part is difficult 
to say - by blacks w h o came from the regions south of the Sahara. They 
were to be found in large numbers in Morocco and throughout the whole 
of the Maghrib. Intermarriage, against which there was no prejudice what­
soever, was c o m m o n and naturally had some biocultural influence, the 
nature of which, however, is difficult to determine with any degree of 
certainty or accuracy.1 There were also blacks to be found in Spain, 

1. See R . Brunschvig, 1940, Vol. 2, 1947, p. 158. 
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principally in Seville and Granada. As slaves for a time, or as free m e n , 
they played a considerable role in the army and the economy, and they 
also brought with them certain customs of their native country.2 S o m e 
of them, such as Jean Latin, a university professor in Spain, attained the 
highest levels of the intellectual world and gave a stronger African flavour 
to the Spanish Maghrib. 

Art and architecture 
In the period that we are interested in, this civilization was centred in 
the western half of the Maghrib. Kayrawän had declined greatly and Ifnkiya 
had lost its primacy. W e should note that the century of the Almohads 
was also that of the Almoravids (1061-1147). Apart from the religious 
aspects, which do not concern us here, there was no break between the 
two dynasties as regards their civilization.3 Almohad art, in particular, 
was merely the flowering culmination of processes which had been de­
veloped or introduced from Spain under the Almoravids. 

T h e Almoravids were great builders. F e w vestiges remain of their civil 
architecture, more exposed to the fury of m e n and the ravages of time 
and weather. O f the palaces they erected at Marrakesh and Tagrart, nothing 
is left; of their fortresses, very little; nor do w e know m u c h about their 
public engineering works, in particular their irrigation. But some of the 
finest religious monuments are still there for us to admire. T h e most 
characteristic of those extant today are in Algeria. T h e Great Mosque of 
Marrakesh, unfortunately, disappeared under the tidal wave of A lmohad-
ism. At Fez, the mosque of al-Karawiyyïn is not entirely Almoravid, but 
a building of the mid-ninth century, altered and enlarged. O n the other 
hand, the Great Mosque at Algiers, built around 1096, is a genuinely 
Almoravid foundation which has not suffered unduly from the alterations 
m a d e in the fourteenth century and again during the Turkish period. There 
is also the mosque of Nedroma. But the most beautiful building is un ­
deniably the Great Mosque of Tlemcen, an imposing monumen t measuring 
50 m by 60 m , begun about 1082 and completed in 1136. It united the 
vigour and majesty of the Saharans with the refinement and delicacy of 
Andalusian art. Marcáis writes: 'There is no need to emphasize the im­
portance of the Great Mosque of Tlemcen. T h e peculiarities of its design, 
and still more the juxtaposition, even the close association, of the Andalusian 
ribbed dome with the Iranian-inspired corbels [projections] in the form 
of mukarnas [stalactites]... give it an eminent place among Muslim works.'4 

Almoravid art was continued and fruitfully developed in Almohad art, 
which through the majesty of its proportions, the balance of its volume 
and the richness of its ornament added a greater nobility and grace. This 

2. See Chapter 26 below. 
3. See Chapters 2 and 5 in this volume. 
4. G . Marcáis, 1954, p. 196. 
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was the peak of western Mus l im art. T h e jewel of this art is Djam? al-
Kutubiyyïn, the M o s q u e of the Booksellers at Marrakesh, one of the 
loveliest creations of Islam, built like the mosque of Tfnmallal by the 
founder of the dynasty, ' A b d a l - M u ' m i n b. ' A H (1130-63). Its six-storey 
minaret, with halls variously vaulted, rises more than 67 m from the ground. 
Five stalactite domes , 'which m a y be considered a culmination of the history 
of the mukarnas1, adorn the transverse nave.5 Here, even more than at 
Tlemcen, there are lobate or scalloped arches enriched with decorative 
motifs; they span the seventeen naves and seven bays, endlessly intersecting 
and giving a sense of amplitude and spaciousness. ' A b d a l -Mu 'm in 's son 
and successor, A b ü Y a ' k ü b Yüsuf (1163-84) was responsible for the build­
ing of the Great M o s q u e of Seville, another jewel of A lmohad art. This 
was replaced by a cathedral after the reconquista, and today all that is left 
is its minaret, the famous Giralda, completed by A b ü Yüsu f Ya ' küb al-
M a n s ü r (1184-99) a n d crowned since the sixteenth century with a Christian 
lantern. 

T h e most grandiose m o n u m e n t , the m o s q u e of Hasan, begun at Rabat 
by al-Mansür, remains unfinished. But w e can still admire the forest of 
columns, rising over an area of 183 m by 139 m , and the imposing minaret, 
the famous Hasan tower, which soars majestically from the centre of the 
façade. T h e mosque of the Marrakesh kasaba (casbah), also founded by 
al-Mansür, has been too fundamentally altered in later times to give a 
faithful reflection of A l m o h a d art. 

Wi th the Almohads as with the Almoravids, and for the same reasons, 
less civil architecture has been preserved. Nothing is left either of their 
palaces or of the great hospital with which they endowed their capital. 
At Rabat, founded by al-Mansür, two of the gates of the ancient cob wall, 
which extended for over 5 k m , are still preserved: B a b a l -Ruwäh (or B ä b 
er-Ruâh) and B ä b Oudäya . Other A l m o h a d works include the kasaba of 
Batalyaws (Badajoz), the al-Kal'a of Guadaira - a citadel built 15 k m 
from Seville - and the celebrated twelve-sided T o w e r of Gold which over­
looked the ships on the Guadalquivir. Finally, w e m a y remark that in 
A lmohad art majesty and force are accompanied by an airy lightness of 
ornamentation and iridescent colours, especially due to the use of poly­
chrome faience (zalltdf). It was an art of maturity, strength and grandeur. 

Literature 
T h e twelfth century was also notable for brilliant literary activity. T h e 
initial reservations of the Almoravids and A lmohads concerning poets and 
profane works in general soon dissolved under the hot sun of Spain. T h e 
princes of both dynasties lived up to the tradition that an Arab sovereign 
should also be an interested and enlightened patron. T h e y encouraged 
culture and gave their patronage to m e n of letters. 

5. Brunschvig, op. cit., p. 237. 
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Here, too, the western part of the Spanish Maghrib held the place of 
honour. Ifrîkiya did not make m u c h of a showing. Almost the only writer 
to be mentioned during this period is Ibn Hamdïs (c. 1055-1133), w h o 
was a genuine poet with a widespread reputation - and he was born in 
Sicily. As a youth he had to leave 'his Sicilian fatherland', which had 
been conquered by the Normans, and ever afterwards he dwelt on his 
memories of it with an engaging nostalgia. After a short stay at the court 
of al-Muctamid 'ala 'lläh (more properly called M u h a m m a d b. 'Abbäd al-
Mu'tadid) at Seville, he spent the greater part of his life in Ifrîkiya. 

T h e Muses were cultivated more successfully in the far Maghrib and 
above all in Spain. A m o n g the more talented practitioners of the art were 
Ibn 'Abdün (who died at Evora in 1134); Ibn al-Zakkâk al-Balansî (d. c. 
1133); Ibn Bakï (d. 1150), w h o spent his life journeying back and forth 
between Spain and Morocco and whose muwashshah (a genre in which he 
excelled) ended in a Khardja in the Romance tongue; A b u Bahr Safwän b. 
Idrîs (d. 1222); A b u '1-Hasan 'Abï b. Harïk (d. 1225); M u h a m m a d b. Idrïs 
Mardj al-Kul (d. 1236); Ibn Dihya, w h o left Spain, travelled all through 
the Maghrib, living for a while in Tunis, and died in Cairo; Ibn Sahl (d. 
1251), a native of Seville, of Jewish origin and great poetic sensibility, w h o 
entered the service of the Governor of Ceuta after his native city fell to 
Ferdinand III (1248); and A b u '1-Mutarrif b. 'Amïra (d. c. 1258), w h o was 
born at Valencia, served the last Almohads in various cities of Morocco and 
ended his life in the service of the Hafsids of Tunis. 

In this constellation two stars shone with particular brilliance: Ibn 
Khafadja (1058-1139), uncle of the Ibn al-Zakkâk mentioned earlier, and 
above all Ibn K u z m ä n (b. after 1086, d. 1160). The former, without quite 
being a court poet (he came from a well-to-do family from Alcira, in the 
province of Valencia), did the conventional thing and eulogized the im­
portant m e n of the day, among them the Almoravid prince A b u Ishäk 
Ibrahim b. Tâshfin. But it is mainly as an inimitable poet of nature that Ibn 
Khafadja has come down to posterity. In his sensuous and romantic verse 
he sings of the joy of living, the water of rivers and ponds, gardens and 
flowers, fruits and the pleasures of existence. H e was called al-Djannän 
(the gardener) and there is no anthology old or new that does not offer 
a selection of his poems. H e is one of the classic Arabic poets. 

Ibn K u z m ä n was the undisputed 'prince of popular poetry' {imam al-
zadjdjalîn), a poetry which eschews learned diction for racy expression 
in colloquial Hispano-Arabie. Tall and extremely ugly, with a red beard 
and little squinting eyes, Ibn K u z m ä n led a roistering, dissolute, licentious 
life, drinking hard and careless of the sexual taboos against adultery (zâni) 
and homosexuality (lawwät). Always in need of money, he wandered from 
town to town, inside Spain, in search of generous patrons and love 
affairs. H e naturally knew what it was like to be in prison, and escaped 
death by flogging only through the intervention of an Almoravid dignitary, 
M u h a m m a d b. Sir. Impecunious, inspired, ribald, he reminds one, right 
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up to his repentance - which was probably sincere, with the onset of old 
age - of the untypical destiny of A b u N u w ä s or François Villon. His 
zadjal, mostly dedicated to his protectors, are ballads of a sort, either very 
short (three stanzas) or very long (forty-two stanzas), in which he breaks 
with classical prosody to create new metres and vary the rhyme-scheme. 
T h e dedicated poems end in a kind of panegyrical envoy, which is very 
commonplace in workmanship. It is in the undedicated zadjal, all in praise 
of love and wine, and in the 'banter' which introduces the dedicated pieces 
that the poet's art blossoms forth. There he gives free play to his inspiration, 
and we have lively, telling burlesque sketches of his contemporaries. H e 
catches them 'live' in their tipsy quarrels, their cuckolds' annoyances, and 
other equally comical scenes of everyday existence. H e describes songs 
and dances, he adores civilized nature - the nature of the gardens and 
pools where pretty bathers display themselves. H e is coarse, but rarely 
obscene. In short, he has a genuinely popular vein of art, served by a 
rare gift of observation and an unflagging gusto. T h e convention which 
he set, and of which he was a past master, was continued by his compatriot 
Madghalïs and was imitated long afterwards, even in the East. 

There is no living literature without critics and anthologists. Ibn Bassäm 
(d. 1148), w h o dabbled in verse himself on occasion, was above all eager 
to defend and illustrate the literature of his Spanish homeland. National 
pride, in opposition to the wanted superiority of the East, spurred him 
on to compile his Dhakhira, a vast and intelligent anthology which is n o w 
our best source for literary activity in Spain in the eleventh and the early 
twelfth centuries. T o his fellow countryman Ibn Bashkuwäl (1101-83), 
son of Pascual, w e owe the Kit ab al-Sila fî td'rïkh tfimmat al-Andalus 
(completed in 1139), which was conceived as a continuation of the Ta'rikk 
of Ibn al-Faradï (who was killed in 1013) and contained the biographies 
of 1400 celebrities of Islamic Spain. 

Philology was represented by two eminent specialists. Ibn Khayr al-
Ishbïlï (1108-79) gives us information about the books which were taught 
in his day in his fahrasa or catalogue. T h e even more important Ibn M a d a ' 
al-Kurtubï (1119-95), whose work preceded by several centuries the 
present-day proponents of simplification, m a d e a close criticism of Arabic 
grammar and denounced its excessive and pointless complications, in his 
Kit ab al-Radd 'ala 'l-nukät.6 

It is impossible to list all the good historians and geographers of the 
period here; but one geographer should be mentioned, 'perhaps the greatest 
of the Islamic world'.7 Al-Idrïsï (1099-f. 1166) lived at the court of King 
Roger II of Sicily and his work is now in the process of scholarly editing 
in Italy.8 

6. A n edition was published in Cairo in 1947. 
7. A . Mieli, 1966, p. 198. 
8. Al-Idrïsï, 1970 Latin edn; T . Lewicki, 1966, m a y also be consulted on the scientific 

qualities of al-Idnsrs work. 
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Philosophy, medicine and science 
T h e Almohad century was one in which philosophy, in particular, was 
represented by a whole galaxy of illustrious names: Ibn Bädjdja (or 
Avempace, d. 1139); A b u Bakr, also known as Ibn Tufayl or al-Andalusï, 
and to contemporary Christians as Abubacer - he died in 1185; Ibn Rushd 
(Averroes, 1126-98); and the Adalusian Jew, Ibn M a y m ü n (Moses 
Maimonides, 1135-1204). With the exception of the last-named, w h o 
emigrated to Egypt before 1166, all these philosophers served the Almohads 
and, despite some temporary reverses of fortune, enjoyed their protection 
and their financial support. In addition to their prowess in philosophy, 
they all acquired a good knowledge of the religious disciplines; and they 
all to some extent studied various practical sciences: mathematics, as­
tronomy, botany and especially medicine. Furthermore, as is shown by 
the Latin deformation of their names, they were all adopted by the Christian 
Middle Ages, a period long nourished by their thought. 

W e cannot linger on each m a n . Let us therefore stop and consider the 
brightest star of this whole constellation, Ibn Rushd the Cordovan, famous 
in the medieval West as Averroes. Ibn Rushd was not only a philosopher 
but a fakth (a specialist in religious law) and A b ü Ya'küb Yüsuf m a d e 
him kadi of Seville. H e made astronomical observations and wrote a 
medical book, Kitäb al-Kulliyyät. T h e decisive event in his career occurred 
around 1169, when his friend Ibn Tufayl presented him to Caliph A b u 
Ya'küb Yüsuf, w h o was passionately interested in philosophy and c o m ­
plained about the obscurities in Aristotle's works. At the caliph's invitation 
Ibn Rushd undertook a commentary, and he has come down to posterity 
as the inspired interpreter and successor of the great philosopher of an­
tiquity. 

Despite the caliph's encouragement and protection, the voice of Ibn 
Rushd was stifled by intolerance. H e was condemned by the theologians 
and knew exile and disgrace. His works were burned. They have therefore 
come down to us only partly in Arabic. Most of his writings have been 
transmitted in Latin or Hebrew translation. Besides the Commentaries, 
special mention should be made of the Fasl al-Makäl ('The Positive 
Treatise'), in which he tries to resolve the difficult and eternal conflict 
of faith and reason, and the Tahäfut al-Tahäfut ('The Incoherence of 
Incoherence'), a closely researched point-by-point refutation of the Tahäfut 
al-Faläsifa ('The Incoherence of the Philosophers') of al-Ghazâlî (1058-
1111), the greatest theologian of orthodox Islam. 

Ibn Rushd's ideas and contribution have been variously judged. His 
originality has been disputed. Stress has been placed on the duplicity which 
led him to conceal his atheistic materialism - reserved for the élite - behind 
a curtain of orthodox discourse intended for the vulgar. In point of fact, 
for all the m a n y works that have been devoted to it, the last word has 
not yet been said about Ibn Rushd's thought: far from it. N o one has 
yet explored it in its entirety or thoroughly followed its development 
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through the Arabic, Latin and Heb rew texts in which it is expressed. O f 
course Ibn Rushd , like all the philosophers of the Middle Ages, owes a 
great deal to Aristotle. But w e must not forget that his thought was formed 
in contact with a whole current of Arab philosophy, and often by way 
of reaction against that current. Moreover, w e must be careful not to 
separate Ibn Rushd the theologian from Ibn Rushd the philosopher, as 
is sometimes done, rather arbitrarily. In m y opinion the sincerity of his 
faith - naturally enlightened, therefore suspect - is beyond doubt. With 
respect to Aristotle he was undeniably a commentator of genius, 'the greatest 
commentator on philosophy that history has known ' , according to A . 
Badawï.9 But he was likewise, and just as indubitably, a rich, profound 
and original thinker. It does not matter that some have found this originality 
mainly in the Fasl al-Makäl and others in the Tahäfut. That only e m ­
phasizes the richness and flexibility of the thought - the author being 
as m u c h at ease in theology or fikh (Fasl al-Makäl) as in pure philosophy 
{Tahäfut). His genius provided the swan song of western Musl im phil­
osophy. 

T h e A lmohad century also boasted eminent scientists. W e must 
mention some of them only briefly: the physicians A b u M-'Alä' Zuhr b. 
' A b d al-Malik b. M u h a m m a d (Aboali, to western scholars), and his son 
A b u M a r w ä n (Avenzoar, c. 1092/5-1161); the scientists Ibn al-Rümiya, 
al-cAshshâb ('the herbalist') (d. 1239) and Ibn al-Baytär ('the veterinary 
surgeon') (d. 1248); and, above all, the three mathematical astronomers, 
Djäbir b. Aflah, al-Bitrudja and al-Zarkâlï, all of the twelfth century. 

T h e last gleams of light before the dusk 

T h e empire founded by ' A b d a l -Mu 'm in did not survive the disaster 
suffered at Las Navas de Tolosa (1212). Exhausted by foreign wars and 
corroded from within, it gave w a y to four independent kingdoms, one 
in Spain and three in the Maghr ib (see Chapter 4, pp. 79-95 below). 

Granada 
As a result of the influence of Romanticism, the little kingdom of Granada, 
the precious casket of the jewel of the Alhambra, has been regarded as the 
pinnacle of medieval Musl im civilization. This is, of course, a very exag­
gerated judgement. Granada was perhaps the pinnacle of luxury and of a 
certain refinement. But in fact, as H . Terrasse points out, 'in every respect 
this little kingdom was merely a diminished and belated reflection of the 
caliphate of Cordova'. ' ° 

T h e Nasrids of Granada left m a n y civil and military monuments , the 
most spectacular of which is the Alhambra. This gives a visitor the im-

9. A. R. Badawï, 1972, Vol. 2, p. 869. 
10. H . Terrasse, 1958, p. 203. 

63 



Africa from the Twelfth to the Sixteenth Century

plate 3.1 The Alhambra ofGranada: a room adjoining the Court ofthe Lions, 14th-century

decorative sculpture

pression of having been dictated by the most exuberant fancy. Twin pairs
of doors and windows, rows of stone-laced arches surmounting slender

marble columns, bays of light and patches ofshade, galleries and corridors -

the aim of the whole conception seems to have been to manipulate the

effects of contrast adroitly, to astonish at every turn, and to break up the

monotony of enclosed spaces by means of subtle, confusing perspectives.

But this fanciful disorderliness is only apparent. Seen from outside, dis¬

covered from above, the monument is astonishing for the balance of its
forms and the harmonious distribution of its volume. But what charms

most, what makes the initial appeal and leaves the deepest impression,

is the richness and unequalled sumptuousness of the decoration (see Plate

3.1.). There are no new inventions, rather a skilful use of the expertise

and experience of the artists of the Spanish Maghrib and a perfect mastery

of technique. Stalactite domes, ceilings of painted wood, sculptures on

stucco, panels and frescos, a symphony ofdiscreet or deliberately aggressive

colours everything combines to create an atmosphere of tranquil opulence

and languidly sensuous reverie. The art of Granada hates empty solitude.

The walls are covered with a tracery of floral, epigraphic or geometric

motifs. An abstract, allegorical art, it leaves an impression of space, of
infinity. The lines stretch out, flee in all directions, check themselves, spring

up again, and cross in a wild dance that never ends. For generations their

subtle music, often written to the words of Ibn Zamrak, has enchanted

even the most unprepared visitors. It is a magical art; but also, it must
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be said, an art lacking in vigour. It was the last song of a civilization 
that was becoming enclosed in its o w n meanderings, the cosy cocoon of 
its dreams, and no longer had the strength to renew itself or meet life 
face to face. 

Under the Nasrids, culture had this same physiognomy. It continued 
and prolonged the past and in certain fields might seem fairly brilliant. 
But there was a decline in philosophy, which no longer had worthy 
representatives. Science as a whole was either marking time or losing 
ground. T o be fair, one should mention the physician, Ibn Khätima (who 
died in 1369), and the mathematician, al-Kalasâdï (1412-86). 

In literature, Granada retained a certain distinction to the end. T h e 
kingdom never lacked philologists, poets and polished stylists w h o could 
turn out the highly wrought, refined prose which was so esteemed by 
the cultivated public. Theirs was the art which covers the walls of the 
Alhambra. T h e most typical of them was known as Ibn al-Khâtîb Lisân 
al-Dïn (1313-75), w h o was the greatest humanist of his time and w h o 
is still considered a great classical Arabic writer. His friend Ibn Khaldün 
regarded him as 'a veritable prodigy in prose and in verse, in science and 
in letters'.11 Secretary and vizier of the Nasrids, he attained the highest 
honours and distinguished himself in every branch of learning: poetry, 
anthology, letter-writing of various sorts, travel narratives, history, mystic­
ism and medicine. H e produced at least sixty works. H e was particularly 
outstanding for the magic of his style and the matchless virtuosity of his 
language. But this virtuoso magician had a wretched end. Falsely accused 
of heresy by powerful personages - among them his protege the poet, 
Ibn Zamrak, w h o succeeded him as vizier - he was summarily strangled 
in a dark dungeon in Fez and his body was burnt. T h e art of his successor 
was no less fascinating and his end no less tragic. Ibn Zamrak (b. 1333) 
was another verbal magician in verse and prose, but was assassinated in 
the end by order of the amir, some time after 1393. His dtwän (poetry) 
has not come d o w n to us. But some of his poems, 'transfigured into 
hieroglyphic beauties, into refined calligraphy with scrolls and ornaments', 
still adorn the walls of the Alhambra. ' 2 There is no better expression 
of the subtle interplay between Nasrid art and literature. 

Granada was a civilization that ended in learned verbal and architectural 
arabesques, exquisite and already antiquated, like so m a n y m u s e u m pieces. 
H o w could Granada possibly listen to Ibn al-Hudhayl (d. after 1392), w h o 
tried in vain to rouse the country from its dreams, extolling the manly 
virtues of the art of horsemanship? 

T h e heirs of the A lmohads in the Maghr ib 

In other respects, a loss of vitality was apparent in every field in the 
Musl im West. T h e history of the Maghrib under the Marinids, the A b d 

11. Ibn Khaldün. French transi., 1956-9. 
12. E . Garcia-Gomez, cited by H . Terrasse, op. cit., p. 211. 
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al-Wadids and the Hafsids - that is, up to the last decades of the sixteenth 
century - is simply that of a slow ossification. This is not the place to 
trace the history of that sluggishness leading to decadence, a significant 
phenomenon which has not yet been sufficiently studied. 

However, one thing is certain: whereas the Christian West was under­
going a real demographic explosion, the Musl im West was becoming 
depopulated. This decline was evident from the middle of the eleventh 
century and appears to have reached its low point in the middle of the 
fourteenth. Ibn Khaldün observed the phenomenon and rightly viewed 
it as one of the decisive factors in the decline and fall of civilizations. 
Agriculture, especially arboriculture, diminished. Nomad ism spread. Cities 
and villages disappeared or became depopulated. Kayrawân, which had 
had hundreds of thousands of inhabitants in the ninth and tenth centuries, 
was now a small town. Leo Africanus says of Bidjáya (Bougie) that the 
town had only 8000 households and could easily have sheltered 24 000. ' 3 

Studies in demographic history are essential, if w e are to understand 
this era. Meanwhile, by extrapolation, we can estimate that the population 
of the Maghrib had fallen by two-thirds. W h y was this? Plagues - which 
are not only causes, but also effects - do not entirely explain it. In any 
case the acute drop in population in the Maghrib explains better than 
events, which are surely only epiphenomena, the constantly growing im­
balance between the north shores of the Mediterranean - where, as Ibn 
Khaldün noted, the Renaissance was dawning14 - and the south, where 
the dusk has been kept steadily thickening right up to the contemporary 
Nahda, accompanied (fortuitously?) by a demographic explosion that is 
still going on. 

In architecture, Andalusian - that is, Granadan - influences continued 
in the Maghrib, particularly in Morocco and western Algeria; this was 
less manifest in Ifrïkiya, where relatively few Hafsid monuments are pre­
served. T h e great builders of the time were the Marinids. It is impossible 
to mention all they did; let us merely note that the thirteenth century 
was marked by the appearance of a new type of monument : the medersa, 
a college of higher education borrowed from the East. T h e plan was usually 
rather simple: an inner courtyard with a fountain in the centre, surrounded 
by balconies with rooms for the students leading off them. O n one side 
was a large room furnished with a mihräb, serving as both classroom and 
oratory. All the Maghrib capitals and many other large towns had their 
medersa. T h e most monumental of them is the A b u 'Inäniyya of Fez 
(1350-7). Another new type of building to appear was the zäwiya, which 
served as the hall of a confraternity and the burial sanctuary of its founding 
saint. Post-Almohad art in the Maghrib can be considered the art of 
maturity. It represents a certain classicism. Its technique is perfect, but no 

13. Leo Africanus, French transi. 1956, Vol. 2, p. 361. 
14. Ibn Khaldün. French transi. 1956-9, pp. 700 and 866. 
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progress is made . It is an art that has become rigidly fixed, and therefore 
presages decadence. 

Culture presented the same features. Ibn Khaldün noted with his usual 
perspicacity that in the Maghrib of his day 'the progress of learning had 
totally stagnated'; and he added later, in his chapter on the rational sciences, 
that these in particular 'had practically disappeared and were scarcely culti­
vated any longer except by a few rare individuals w h o incurred the censure 
of orthodox doctors'.15 H e attributed this depressing situation to the decline 
of civilization and the decrease in population (tanäkus al-'Umrän). 

T h e Moroccan Ibn al-Banna' (i 256-1321) was the last mathematician 
of merit, and the Ifrikiyan, Ibn a l - K a m m ä d , the last astronomer. For 
philosophy, we m a y mention al-Abilï (1282-1356) of Tlemcen, whose main 
achievement was to have contributed to the education of Ibn Khaldün. 
Descriptive geography in the form of travel narratives (rihla) found a master 
in the Moroccan, Ibn Battûta (1304-f. 1377), w h o visited India, China 
and Africa, and far excelled his emulators and contemporaries, al-'Abdarï, 
Khâlid al-Balawï and al-Tïdjanï. W e cannot list all the historians, among 
w h o m Ibn Khaldün (1332-1406) stands out, nor all the hagiographers, 
biographers and anthologists. 

Poets and prose writers were not lacking, but despite some successful 
work the period w e are considering here was marked by decadence. Writers 
naturally went on composing kasida, panegyrics of increasing pomposity 
which seem all the more ridiculous today in that they were grotesquely 
at odds with the realities of that time. Poets also wrote rithâ, shedding 
crocodile tears over important m e n or, more rarely, inspired by a genuine 
grief.16 They took great delight in the descriptive genre. They loved to 
evoke the ephemeral beauty of a lily or an almond flower, and to sigh 
with the na'üra (the water wheel). They sang of mystical love. But they 
sang also of wine and let themselves be lulled by the equivocal charm 
of erotic poetry, in which the silhouette of the mistress is often confused 
with that of the young Adonis. 

All these had long been standard themes, and they were handled without 
originality. T h e poets wrote 'antique verse' without any 'new thinkers'. 
Their strength was sapped, but the craftsmanship was still perfect. W h a t 
people savoured was the delicacy of the performing artist, the dexterity 
of the juggler. They liked to pick and choose among hackneyed productions 
which they readily took to be masterpieces so long as the shape was perfect. 
It was the literature of a refined class which took refuge in the aroma, 
the atmosphere of the past; a literature in which verse and artistic prose -
often mingled in tender epistles - were so m a n y finely carved trinkets. 
Their graceful design irresistibly recalls the fragile, graceful arabesques 

15. ibid., pp. 789 and 866. 
16. Rithä refers to an elegiac genre. T h e word marthiya is more generally used to describe 

this sad and mournful genre, which was often written in an artificial, conventional style. 
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adorning palaces and bourgeois houses. They were stiff and decadent forms, 
to be sure, but none the less they revealed a real culture, that of the urban 
bourgeoisie. Perhaps there had never been such a love of books and libraries. 
Education, including the education of w o m e n , was relatively widespread, 
and people adored music, in which Andalusian influence - the mälüf- was 
certainly already predominant. Leo Africanus wrote of Tedelles (Dellys), 
'the people are pleasant and lead a merry life. They are nearly all good 
lute-players and harpists.' Later he adds, ' The m e n of Bidjäya are agree­
able. They like to enjoy themselves. They can all make music and dance, 
the lords especially.'17 These were the last rays of a civilization whose 
sun was setting. 

T h e impact of the Maghrib on western civilization 
In spite of the inevitable conflicts and divergent destinies, material and 
cultural exchanges between the Musl im and the Christian West had never 
been interrupted. T o give a balanced picture, I shall first briefly outline 
the specific features of the material exchanges, confining myself to Spain -
the principal platform, as w e shall see, for the cultural interchange, which 
is considered at greater length. 

Material exchanges 

Trade with Spain, as with the rest of Europe, was governed by treatise 
which fixed procedures and regulated the establishment of personal 
businesses. Under these treaties the Iberians, among w h o m rivalry was 
not unknown, controlled a whole chain oí funduks in all the large ports 
of the Maghrib and even in the interior, for example at Tlemcen and 
Marrakesh. These funduks, at once inns (with chapels, ovens, restaurants 
and so on), depots and business offices, were usually run by consuls w h o 
represented their co-religionists in dealing with the local authorities. 

T h e m e n of the Maghrib were less dynamic - a fact that must be 
emphasized — and did not have the support of a comparable organization 
in the Christian countries. In maritime transport, too, their role was 
negligible. T h e bourgeoisie accepted commercial development, making a 
certain amount of profit, without really becoming an integral part of it. 
There was no spirit of enterprise, no stimulation of h o m e production for 
export. Profits, which generally took the form of fees paid by the foreigners, 
went mostly to assist the state treasuries. ' 8 

There was also an imbalance in the products exchanged. In principle, 
there was no limitation on imports on either side. But exports were con­
trolled: quotas were established for certain foodstuffs such as grain, and 

17. Leo Africanus, loc. cit., Vol. 2, pp. 352 and 361. 
18. O n trade with Europe and the Christian control of the high seas, see Chapter 26 below. 
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there were export bans, more or less obeyed, on strategic materials such 
as arms, iron and wood. T h e Iberians exported to the Maghrib metals, 
wood, ironmongery, spices purchased in the East, dyestuffs, wine, paper 
and especially textiles of all kinds. They imported wool, skins, dates, 
carpets, other craft products and wax - the town of Bougie (Bidjaya) gave 
its name to the French language as a word for wax candle, and bougie 
passed from French into English, where it still exists as a rare word. T h e 
kingdom of Aragon often demanded a rebate on the duties paid by its 
merchants and in various ways took particular pains to keep control of the 
Barcelona-Majorca-Tlemcen-Sijilmasa trade route, one of the roads which 
led to the gold of the Sudan.1 9 

At a disadvantage on the plane of material exchange, the Maghrib was 
a large exporter of a product that was non-material - its cultural heritage, 
which it could no longer properly appreciate or use in a fruitful way. T h e 
Christian West discovered with enthusiasm that this was of priceless value; 
and its Renaissance was thereby stimulated and developed in every field. 

Cultural exchanges 

T h e Maghrib had a dual role. It served as an intermediary, as the channel 
through which all the values of Musl im Arab civilization necessarily had 
to pass to be introduced into the West; it also exported its o w n cultural 
legacy. I shall confine myself here to this second aspect of the question, 
which has seldom been given sufficient emphasis. 

Atmosphere and motivation 
T h e transfer to the Christian West of cultural values developed in the 
Musl im West was encouraged, especially in the twelfth and thirteenth 
centuries, by the great tolerance that prevailed. Only after the fall of 
Granada (in 1492) did this atmosphere begin to suffer the serious deteriora­
tion which was to end in the Inquisition and the expulsion in 1609 of the 
Moriscos (Muslims w h o had remained in Granada under Christian rule). 
There were two reasons for openness to those values; disinterested sym­
pathy and spiritual strategy. King Roger II of Sicily (1105-54) attracted 
a circle of Arab scholars as a matter of personal taste. His practice was 
continued and expanded under Frederick II (1197-1250), w h o conceived 
a deep admiration for Muslim thought. In Spain, 'Peter I of Aragon 
(1094-1104) signed his letters in Arabic and struck Muslim-type coins.'20 

But there were also tactical considerations. Dominicans and Franciscans, 
in particular, dreamed of spiritual conquests. F r o m this era dates the study 
of the Arabic language and of Musl im thought, with the tactical aim - which 

19. For a general picture of Aragon's activity in the Maghrib, see C . - E . Dufourcq, 1966, 
p. 664. 

20. Dufourcq, op. cit., p. 23. 
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did not necessarily preclude generosity - of supporting missionary efforts. 
This spirit, which has never totally disappeared, was perhaps best symbol­
ized by R a m o n Lull (1235-1315), one of the most striking figures of the 
Spanish Middle Ages. All his life he sought a 'dialogue' with the Muslims. 
H e wrote treatises in Arabic and preached in Morocco, at Tunis and at 
Bidjäya, at the risk of life and liberty. 

But although Lull preferred philosophy as the means for saving the 
Muslims from their infidelity, he continually urged a revival of the crusades 
upon Pope Celestine V in 1294, Boniface VIII in 1295, Philippe le Bel 
in 1298 and Clement V in 1302. At the Council of Vienna in 1311 he 
proposed not only the foundation of colleges for the study of Arabic but also 
the creation of a military order to crush Islam. In this double crusade, the 
study of Arabic was only one weapon among others. T h e m a n w h o perhaps 
did more than any other to forge the weapon did not know that posterity 
would see him as a 'Christian suJT Because of his receptivity to the influence 
of Ibn al-'Arabï (1165-1240), the greatest mystic of Spanish Islam. Thus 
tactics and disinterested sympathy converged to provide favourable condi­
tions for the impact of Muslim Arab civilization on a Christian West which 
was, so to speak, vibrant with all the frenetic energy, enthusiasm and 
appetites of adolescence. 

The Studia Arabica 
T h e contribution of this civilization made its way along two routes: by 
way of Sicily and Italy or, far more important, by way of Spain and southern 
France. Contrary to an opinion once very widespread, the crusades played 
only a very secondary role. 

T h e first school from which Arab science began to spread by way of 
Italy seems to have been that of Salerno. Its foundation is attributed to 
Constantine the African (Constantinus Africanus), a doctor and business­
m a n born at Tunis c. 1015. Converted from Islam to Christianity, he ended 
his life (1087) as abbot of the monastery of Monte Cassino. But it was 
from Palermo in particular that the Arab influence was exerted in the 
most fruitful way, as a result of the encouragement of Frederick II (1197-
1250), his natural son Manfred (1258-66) and the early Angevins. In Sicily, 
this was the golden age of translations from Arabic into Latin, the age 
of the astrologer Theodore, of John and Moses of Palermo and, above 
all, of the Scotsman Michael Scot (d. 1235), all in the entourage of 
Frederick II. T o their number w e should add Faradj b. Salim of Agrigento, 
a Jewish writer, w h o put his pen at the service of Charles of Anjou (1264-
82). 

In Spain, the movement which began in tenth-century Catalonia at the 
famous monastery of Ripoli is still not well understood. T h e m o n k Gilbert, 
w h o took part in the 971 mission to al-Hakam II of Cordova and later 
became Pope Sylvester II (999-1003), studied at that monastery. But 
few details of the movement are available until the first quarter of the 
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twelfth century. It was Barcelona that first took the lead in translation. 
In the first rank of the Barcelona group were Plato Tiburtinus and the 
Andalusian Jew, Abraham Bar-Hiyyä (d. c. 1136), better known as 
Savasorda (Sähib al-Shurta). They collaborated on translations of several 
works of astrology and astronomy, including the important tables drawn 
up by the oriental scholar, al-Battânï (Albategni or Albatenius, w h o died 
in 929). 

Then Toledo came to the fore and eclipsed the other centres with its 
brilliance. Scholars were attracted from every corner of Europe: England, 
France, Germany, Italy and Dalmatia. In the fertilization of western Chris­
tian culture by Muslim Arab culture, Toledo played exactly the same role 
as ninth-century Baghdad had played with respect to the Hellenic heritage; 
Alfonso X the Wise (1252-84) was the exact counterpart of a l - M a ' m ü n 
(813-33), w h o dreamed of Aristotle. W e can distinguish two major periods 
in the activity of the school of Toledo. T h e first was inspired by Archbishop 
R a y m o n d (1125-52) and the second by another archbishop, Rodrigo 
Jimenez de Rada (i 170—1247). Jews and Mozarabs (Christian Spaniards 
w h o lived under Musl im rule) served as guides and teachers of Arabic, 
especially at the beginning. Translations often went through several stages, 
the Arabic having to be put into Hebrew or Castilian before the final 
Latin form was produced, so that some errors were inevitable. 

A m o n g the translators of the earlier period were the archdeacon of 
Segovia, Dominicus Gondisalvius (d. 1181), w h o was one of the most im­
portant philosophers of the Spanish Middle Ages, profoundly influenced 
by the Arab peripatetic tradition. His collaborator was Jean d'Espagne 
Abendaud (d. 1166), a Jewish convert to Christianity. But the foremost 
figure was unquestionably Gerard of Cremona, the Lombard (1114-87). 
H e learned Arabic under the Mozarab, Galippus (Ghälib) and quickly 
acquired an adequate knowledge of the language, which he put to the 
service of his tireless zeal for translating. W e owe to him translations of 
no fewer than seventy works. T w o Englishmen should also be mentioned -
Adelard of Bath and Robert of Ketton; the latter made the first Latin 
translation of the Koran (finished in 1143) for Peter the Venerable, the 
Cluny reformer (1092-1156). T o these should be added He rmann of 
Dalmatia. 

T h e second period of the Toledo school was dominated by two trans­
lators: Michael Scot and He rmann of Germany . Toledo's enormous success 
was contagious. Studio, Arabica multiplied. In 1236 the preaching friars, 
meeting in Paris, recommended that Arabic be studied wherever Christians 
were in contact with Muslims. In 1250 Ibn Rashîk of Murcia admiringly 
described the monastery ofthat still Musl im city, where he had met monks 
(certainly Dominicans) w h o were perfectly conversant with Arabic and with 
the Koran. At the same date the Studium Arabicum of Tunis, founded 
by Dominicans on the recommendation of the king of Aragon, James I 
the Conqueror (1213-76), was in full swing. It received, along with seven 

71 



Africa from the Twelfth to the Sixteenth Century 

other preaching friars, R a m o n Martini (1230-86), author of the Pugio Fidei 
adver sus Mauros etjfudaeos ('The Dagger of Faith directed against Muslims 
and Jews'). R a m o n Martini's perfect mastery of Arabic is demonstrated 
by the Arabic-Latin dictionary attributed to him.2 1 In 1256 there was 
also a school at Seville, founded at the instance of Alfonso X and run 
by Egidio de Tabaldis and Pietro de Reggio. Arnold of Villanova (d. 1312) 
was its last great figure. In 1269 Alfonso X entrusted the direction of the 
school in Murcia - which had been conquered in 1266 - to a Muslim 
philosopher of the region, al-Rakutï, but transferred it to Seville in 1280. 
In 1276, at Majorca, the Franciscan R a m o n Lull founded the famous 
Miramar College, where thirteen minor friars took up the study of Arabic 
before going forth to evangelize the lands of Islam. Eventually, on Lull's 
proposal at the Council of Vienna (1311), Studia Arabica were opened 
at Oxford, Paris, Salamanca, R o m e and Bologna, where Leo Africanus 
(c. 1489-f. 1550) was still teaching in the sixteenth century. 

In southern France, special attention should be called to the activity 
of a Jewish family from Granada, the Tibbonids. In particular, we owe 
many translations from Arabic into Hebrew to Yehuda Ibn Tibbon, w h o 
died at Lunel in 1190, and his son Shmuel b. Yehuda, w h o died at 
Marseilles in 1232. T h e grandsons carried on the family tradition for some 
time afterwards. 

Translations of works from Andalusia and the Maghrib and their 
impact 

PHILOSOPHY 
Although the current of direct transmission was never totally interrupted, 
it is certain that the heritage of ancient thought was really discovered, 
appreciated and understood by the Christian Middle Ages only through 
the Muslim Arab philosophers, among w h o m those of Andalusia and the 
Maghrib hold a very honourable place. 

W e have no Latin version of Ibn Bädjdja (Latinized as Avempace); only 
Hebrew versions have come down to us, among them that of the Tadbïr 
al-Mutawahhid ('The Rule or Regime of the Solitary'), produced by Moses 
of Narbonne in the mid-fourteenth century.22 The same is true of Ibn 
Tufayl, known as Abubacer. His Hayy b. Yakzän, translated into Hebrew 
at an indeterminate date, was commented on by Moses of Narbonne, in 
the same language, in 1349. T h e first known Latin translation, produced 
by Pococke under the title Philosophus Autodidactus, dates from 1671. But 
it is certain that Ibn Bädjdja and A b u Bakr b. Tufayl al-Kaysïr, were 
well known in the Latin Middle Ages under their Latin names. 

21. The dictionary was republished in Paris in the nineteenth century and in Spanish 
in 1961. 

22. Solomon M u n k published a French rendering of the Hebrew translation in 1859. 

72 



The spread of civilization in the Maghrib 

T h e grand master, however, was indisputably Ibn Rushd (Averroes). 
His works were widely translated - to the point that they have mostly 
come down to us only in a Latin or a Hebrew version - and passionately 
discussed. In the crowd of his translators the figure of Michael Scot stands 
out. This Scotsman may be regarded as the pioneer in the dissemination 
of Averroism. H e r m a n n of Germany (who died in 1272) has a special place 
by his side. They both formed part of the entourage of Frederick II and 
had worked at Toledo. T h e efforts of the Tibbonids of Provence in spread­
ing Averroism a m o n g the Jews should also be mentioned. Averroes' works 
had such success that there were several versions of the Commentaries in 
existence as early as the thirteenth century. 

In the Latin Middle Ages, Ibn Rushd, al-Ghazâlï's adversary and author 
of the Tahäfut (translated under the title of Destructio destructionis), 
naturally appeared as the champion of rationalism and anti-dogmatism. 
Consequently the Christian West divided into two camps: Averroists and 
anti-Averroists. Averroes' most fervent partisan was Siger de Brabant at 
the University of Paris. But theses regarded as Averroist, asserting inter 
alia the eternity of the world and denying the immortality of the individual 
soul, could not fail to mobilize the defenders of the Church. Albertus 
M a g n u s (1206-80), St T h o m a s Aquinas (1225-74) and R a m o n Lull 
(c. 123 5-1315) conducted a particularly vigorous offensive. But Averroism 
still continued to exert its seductive attraction. In 1277 it had to be con­
demned officially. Excommunicated and imprisoned, Siger met a.tragic 
end around 1281. That the condemnations were due to an error in in­
terpretation mattered little. Jules Romains has shown us in Donogoo h o w 
fertile error can be. Averroes caused a great mental ferment. H e made 
people think, whether they were adherents or in reaction. 

O n e sure sign of Averroes' success and of the passions he aroused is 
that he became a subject for painters, w h o used him as the very symbol 
of disbelief. At Pisa, Andrea Orcagna gives him a choice situation beside 
M u h a m m a d and the Antichrist in the hell that adorns the C a m p o Santo; 
and in the church of Santa Caterina, in a painting by Francesco Traini 
executed around 1340, we see him upside d o w n at the feet of St T h o m a s . 
Yet, by one of those ironies and reverses of fortune, it was precisely over 
his supposed victor that Ibn Rushd had his greatest triumph. 'St T h o m a s 
was at once the most serious adversary the Averroist doctrine encountered 
and, w e can say without paradox, the Great Commentator's chief disciple', 
wrote Ernest Renan. This judgement has been confirmed by Asín Palacios 
and Jose Maria Casciaro, w h o published the Theological Averroism of St 
T h o m a s Aquinas, which includes no fewer than 503 quotations from the 
great philosopher. Expurgated, or better understood, Ibn Rushd triumphed 
yet again in the fourteenth century; John of Baconthorpe (d. 1346), 
Provincial of the English Carmelites, was called the 'prince of the Averroists 
of his time'. A n d in 1473, when Louis X I reorganized the teaching of 
philosophy, he recommended the doctrine of 'Aristotle and his c o m -
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mentator Averroes, long recognized as wholesome and sure'.23 But it was 
at the University of Padua that Averroism had its most brilliant and endur­
ing effects. Its last great disciple there was Cesare Cremonini (d. 1631) 
and the tradition did not die out completely until the eighteenth century. 

SCIENCE 
In the Middle Ages philosophers were often medical doctors as well. T h e 
Christian West therefore welcomed the medical works of Ibn Rushd. In 
1255 his Kitäb al-Kulliyyät ('The Book of Generalities') was translated as 
Colliget by Bonacossa, a Jew, at Padua. T h e best works of the representatives 
of the famous medical school of Kayrawän - Ishäk b. 'Imran (d. 893), Ishäk 
b. Sulaymän al-Isrâllï (d. 932) and Ibn al-Djazzär (d. c. 1004) - had 
already been translated in the eleventh century by Constantinus Africanus 
and used in teaching at Salerno. Ishäk al-IsräTlfs medical works continued 
in high favour until the end of the sixteenth century. They were published 
at Lyons in 1575 as Omnia opera Ysaac. T h e Zäd al-Musäfir ('Traveller's 
Viaticum') of Ibn al-Djazzär enjoyed no less success. Besides the Latin 
version, there were translations in Greek and Hebrew. T h e Kitäb al-Ta'rif 
of the Andalusian al-Zahrâwï (Abu M-Käsim Khalat, known as Abulcasis, 
936-1013), partially translated by Gerard of Cremona as Alsaharavius or 
Aqaravius, enjoyed great renown throughout the Middle Ages, especially 
on the subject of surgery. Finally, Paravicius' Latin version of A b u M a r w ä n 
Ibn Zuhr's Tay sir (written between 1121 and 1162) came out in Venice 
in 1280. Although it was the Canon of Medicine by Avicenna (Ibn Sïna, 
of Persian origin) that was the Bible of all medieval doctors, the works 
mentioned above, with a smaller circulation and less authority, nevertheless 
m a d e a large and effective contribution to the progress of medical studies 
in the Christian West. Medieval pharmacology owes to the Andalusian 
Ibn Wäfid (Abenguefith, 988-1074) one of its basic works, translated by 
Gerard of Cremona as Liber Albenquefith philosophi de virtutibus medi-
cinarum et ciborum. 

T h e contribution of Andalusia and the Maghrib to the spread of mathe­
matical and astronomical science in the Christian West was no less im­
portant. Adelard of Bath translated the Astronomical Tables of Maslama 
al-Madjrïtï, which had been drawn up around the year 1000, following 
the work of M u h a m m a d b. M ü s ä al-Khwârizmï (d. 844). In 1254 Yehuda 
ben Moshe made a Castilian translation of the vast astrological encyclo­
paedia of the Ifnkiyan Ibn Abï '1-Ridjäl (d. after 1037), the Kitäb al-Bäri 

ß-ahkäm al-Nudjüm. O n the basis of the Castilian text, there were two 
Latin versions, three Hebrew, and one each in Portuguese, French and 
English, which shows the enormous success of the work. Gerard of Cremona 
translated the Tables of al-Zarkalï (Azarquiel) - which were presented to 
medieval Europe under the title of the Tablas Toledanos - and the Isläh 

23. E . Renan, 3rd edn, 1866, pp. 236 and 317. 
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al-Madjistï ( 'Reform of the Almagest ' ) of Djäbir b . Aflah (Geber) . T h e 
Treatise on Astronomy (Kitâb fi 'l-Hay*a) of al-Bitrudjï (Alpetragius) w a s 
translated into Latin by Michael Scot and into Hebrew by Moshe Ibn 
Tibbon in 1259. O n the basis of the latter version, Kalonimos ben David 
produced in 1528 a new Latin translation which was printed in Venice 
in 1531, a sign of the book's continuing success. Finally, we should note 
Leonardo of Pisa (b. c. 1175), a mathematician of genius; he lived for a 
long while at Bidjäya, where his father was an attorney, and he owed 
m u c h , especially in algebra, to the influence of the Arabs, whose numerical 
system he introduced into Europe. 

L A N G U A G E , LETTERS A N D ART 
T h e problem of the influence of literature in Arabic on medieval Europe 
has been m u c h discussed, and often with heat. Take the poetry of the 
troubadours, which flowered in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries and 
which was so new in its form of rhythmic, rhymed stanzas, its psychological 
climate and its themes of courtly love; was it Arab in origin? According 
to Anglade it was not: 'Content and form alike, it was created by the 
Troubadours.' However, according to Ribera and, above all, Menéndez 
Pidal, one of the greatest specialists in Romance literature, it was.2 4 N o 
one denies that there are striking resemblances between the muwashshah 
or zadjal of Muslim Spain (a genre in which, as w e have seen, Ibn K u z m ä n 
was a past master) and the poetry of Languedoc, represented by Guillaume 
IX of Poitiers. Moreover, contacts between Christians and Muslims were 
not rare and were sometimes close, especially in Spain. W h y should there 
not have been an influence, under the circumstances? But some con­
temporary specialists like Le Gentil still demur; thus the debate continues. 

Another debate now seems to be closed, albeit one which caused a great 
deal of ink to flow, on the subject of Dante's Divine Comedy. Asín Palacios, 
in La escatologia musulmana en la Divina Commedia, an analysis which 
may be considered a model of its kind, pointed to undeniable Muslim 
Arab influences in the Commedia. Not everyone accepted his views. T h e 
missing link which was needed to make them definitely convincing was 
found in a version of the Mi'râdjj a popular tale of M u h a m m a d ' s ascension 
to heaven, which had a great vogue in Muslim Spain. This was translated 
into Castilian for Alfonso X , and on the basis of that version, now lost, 
the Italian Buonaventura of Sienna made one translation in Latin, Liber 
scalae Machometi, and another translation in Old French, the Livre de 
l'Eschiele Mahomet. It has now been established, by Cerulli among others, 
that Dante knew the Mi'radi - which, of course, in no way detracts from 
his genius.25 T h e only question for discussion now is the extent of Muslim 
influence on the Divine Comedy. It m a y be added that medieval Europe 

24. R . Menéndez Pidal, 1941. 
25. E . Cerulli, 1949. 
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was also influenced by the Arabic literature of moral philosophy, which

was widespread in Spain and was popularized by Petrus Alfonsi, among

others, in the Disciplina clericalis he composed for Alfonso I of Aragon

(1104-34), a work which had a sustained success up to modern times.

This long intimacy between the Muslim West and the Christian West,

between Europe and Arabic-speaking Africa, left many traces in European

languages. Words like algebra, logarithm, zenith, nadir, azimuth, alembic,
alcohol, cipher, tariff, syrup, sugar and hundreds of other terms from the
vocabulary of mathematics, astronomy, medicine, chemistry, botany and
daily life are of Arabic origin: in Spanish, such words number about 4000.

Influences are also perceptible in art; not only in Mudejar art, that

'autumnal flower' of Hispano-Moorish architecture, as Marcáis puts it,
but also in Romanesque art (see Plate 3.2). Since the second aspect was

pointed out in analyses by Mâle, other studies have made it even clearer.26
Finally, as Rodinson has shown, even the cooking of medieval Europe
owed something to the culinary art of the Arabs.

Conclusion

Owing to the two cultural bridges linking Africa to Europe across the
Mediterranean - Sicily and especially Spain - material and cultural ex¬
changes between the two worlds, the two continents, were never inter¬
rupted. In the twelfth century the flame of African culture blazed up in

26. Marcáis, op. cit.; E, Mâle, 1923.
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Andalusia and the Maghrib for the last time before its light, ever more 
flickering, was extinguished in the darkness of decadence. Demographic 
collapse, engendering economic stagnation, retardation or regression, 
brought cultural atrophy. Fo rms had become lifeless. It was at this point 
that the heritage accumulated on the northern borders of Africa and in 
Musl im Spain was acquired by Europe, which, in full demographic ex­
plosion, enthusiastically discovered its priceless cultural and tactical value. 
It was a powerful stimulant of the Renaissance in Europe. 

Today the Maghrib and the whole of Africa, in their turn, are under­
going the influence of western civilization. T h e y are therefore experiencing 
a certain crisis, a certain struggle of conscience, opposing authenticity and 
modernism. W h a t will the outcome be? 
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T h e disintegration of 
political unity in the 
Maghrib 

I. H R B E K 

The downfall of the Almohads 

T h e battle at Las Navas de Tolosa (Arabic, al-'Ikäb) in 1212, at which the 
Almohad army was defeated by the combined forces of the Spanish 
Christian kingdoms, is generally acknowledged as being the starting-point 
of the decline of the Almohad empire. Even so, its downfall did not come 
about suddenly, nor was it a long-drawn-out process; disintegration started 
in the aftermath of the battle, at first slowly and then with increasing speed 
and intensity. T h e territory actually under the control of the Almohad rulers 
became progressively smaller: the pattern started in the east (Ifrîkiya) and 
in al-Andalus (Andalusia or Muslim Spain), later spreading to the central 
Maghrib (Tlemcen) and on to Morocco, before culminating in the conquest 
of southern Morocco - the last remnant of the Almohad state - by the 
Marinids in 1269. W h e n w e look at the deeper causes of the decline of 
this powerful dynasty, w e can discern several, some of which are closely 
related, whereas others are at first sight less so. 

Although m a n y Almohad rulers attempted to improve communications 
in the empire by building roads, its sheer size - it embraced both Andalusia 
and the whole of the Maghrib - m a d e efficient central administration very 
difficult, and the geographical eccentricity of the capital, Marrakesh, 
further compounded the existing difficulties. 

T h e fighting at both extremes of the empire, in Ifrîkiya and in Spain, 
strained its resources to the full; a struggle had to be waged not only 
against external enemies but also against a great m a n y uprisings and revolts 
fomented by n o m a d Arabs, the Banü Ghâniya, a variety of Berber groups 
and even by townspeople. T h e Almohad army lost its original fighting 
spirit as the dynasty progressively recruited more and more mercenaries of 
Arab, Zenâta and even Christian origin. T h e Almohad aristocracy was 
intent on retaining its privileges and looked upon all non-Almohad Muslims 
as infidels; m a n y of these lost the title to their lands and became subject to 
a heavy tax burden. This cleavage between the subject masses and the 
narrowly based ruling class was the source of m a n y revolts and uprisings 
in the Maghrib and Andalusia. T h e Almohad aristocracy itself was divided 
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into two mutually hostile groups: on the one side were the descendants of 
'Abd a l -Mu'min, known as sayyids, w h o were supported by their o w n 
kabila, the Lumiya (a branch of the Zenäta) and by some Arabs, while 
on the other stood the M a s m ü d a Almohads, w h o were both the headmen 
and leaders of various branches, as well as the religious shaykhs. Relations 
were also strained between these shaykhs and the Andalusian bureaucracy, 
which did not share the Almohads' beliefs and was loyal only to the 
caliph. 

T h e succession of weak caliphs following the death of al-Näsir (1199-
1213) also contributed to the decline of the dynasty, which was itself 
torn by internal strife. T h e rivalry between the Almohad shaykhs and 
the dynasty was brought out into the open in 1230, when a brother of A b u 
Yüsuf Ya'küb, a l -Ma 'mün , came over from Spain with Christian cavalry 
supplied by the king of Castile, defeated the reigning caliph and the 
Almohad shaykhs and proclaimed himself Amir al-Mu'tnimn. Until his 
death in 1232, he led an intensive campaign against the religious shaykhs 
and even went so far as to repudiate openly the Almohad doctrine and 
thereby deprive his own dynasty of its religious legitimacy. Although his 
successor, al-Rashld (1232-42), attempted to overcome internal dissension 
by restoring the doctrine of the M a h d ï and reaching agreement with the 
shaykhs, it was already too late and, since the empire was unable to 
recover from anarchy, it disintegrated. T h e dynasty lingered on and con­
tinued to occupy a steadily diminishing territory in Morocco until 1269, 
when the last Almohad caliph, al-Wäthik (1266-9) w a s deposed by the 
Marinids. 

T h e threefold partition of the Maghrib 
T h e downfall of the Almohad empire set back the Maghrib to the stage it 
had reached before the rise of the Fatimids.1 There emerged three 
independent and often mutually hostile states, weakened by dynastic strife 
and revolt from within, and later increasingly threatened by attacks from 
external Christian enemies.2 T h e three territories formed the bases for 
what, at later periods, were to become the states of Tunisia, Algeria and 
Morocco; each of them developed in a different way, although they had 
several features in c o m m o n . 

As the society of the post-Almohad Maghrib is described in detail in the 
next chapter, w e shall merely touch on the most general characteristics of 
the political and social structure of these states. Each of them was ruled by a 
dynasty that had originally been Berber but had become profoundly 
Arabized, supported by makhzan kabilas.3 Their control extended virtually 
only to the towns and plains with settled populations. T h e mountain regions 

1. Cf. Volume III, Chapter 10. 
2. See Chapter 3 above. 
3. Makhzan originally meant treasury, but came to be used for the official system of 

government in Morocco. Encyclopaedia of Islam, ist edn, Vol. 3, pp. 166-71. 
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and extensive steppe-like plains were occupied by Berber hill-settlers 
and/or Arab nomads, w h o were ready at any time to raid the outer fringes 
of the makhzan territory. T h e extent to which the ruler's writ was obeyed 
depended on his effective power or ability. T h e rulers of two of these 
dynasties, the Hafsids and the Marinids, aspired at different times to the 
title of caliph, since that was the only means of securing at least spiritual 
recognition by their turbulent subjects, but the response to their claims was 
confined to their own territories. Apart from the short-lived recognition of 
the Hafsid, al-Mustansir, in the mid-thirteenth century by the shartfs of 
Mecca and the M a m l u k s in Egypt, these western 'caliphs' were incapable 
of competing with the shadow Abbasid caliphate of Cairo in the bid to win 
universal acceptance for their claims. 

Another c o m m o n factor in the post-Almohad period was the struggle 
against the growing pressure exerted on the entire Maghrib by the Christian 
states, chiefly those of the Iberian peninsula, but also to a lesser degree by 
Italy, Sicily and France. This combination of military, political and 
economic pressure was the outcome of the changing balance of power 
between the western European and the Islamic Mediterranean countries. 
T h e three Maghrib states endeavoured to find ways of responding to the 
new and aggressive thrust of the Christians; although they suffered m a n y 
minor losses and were unable to save Granada, the final remnant of 
Muslim Spain, from falling into the hands of the Christians, they generally 
succeeded in preserving their heritage. However, the whole of the Maghrib, 
or at least its eastern parts, might well have shared the fate of Granada 
in the sixteenth century, had it not been for the emergence of a new Musl im 
power, in the shape of the Ottoman empire, which at the decisive juncture 
restored the balance of power in the Mediterranean. It should not be 
forgotten, of course, that at the same time the Iberian states, Portugal and 
Spain, were becoming increasingly involved in their overseas enterprises 
and that this absorbed the bulk of their attention and h u m a n resources. 

Three dynasties succeeded the Almohads, sharing out the Maghrib 
between them and continuing in power for the greater part of the period 
under discussion. These were the Hafsids (1228-1574) with their centre in 
Tunis; the A b d al-Wadids or Zayyanids (1235-1554) at Tlemcen; and the 
Marinids in Morocco (c. 1250-1472) (see Fig. 4.1). W e shall first outline the 
main events in the history of these three dynasties and then turn to 
the crucial issues of North African history as a whole. 

The Hafsids 

T h e eponymous ancestor of the Hafsid dynasty was the celebrated c o m ­
panion of M a h d ï Ibn Tümart , Shaykh Hafs Ibn ' U m a r of the Hintâta 
Berbers, w h o made a significant contribution to the splendour of the 
Almohad empire. His son, 'Abd al-Wähid Ibn Abï Hafs, effectively 
governed Ifnkiya from 1207 to 1221 with almost autonomous powers and 
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thereby laid the foundations for its future independence. In 1228 A b u 
Zakariyyâ', son of 'Abd al-Wâhid, w h o had distinguished himself in the 
struggle against the BanO Ghâniya, the last representatives of the 
Almoravids in Ifrïkiya, subsequently became governor. O n the pretext of 
defending the true teaching and spirit of the Almohad movement - this was 
at the time w h e n the A lmohad caliph, a l - M a ' m ü n , had repudiated the 
doctrine4 - A b u Zakariyyâ' omitted the n a m e of the caliph from the Friday 
khutba (the sermon given by the khatib, or spokesman) and in 1229 he 
assumed the title of independent amir. Seven years later, his full sovereignty 
was affirmed by the inclusion of his o w n n a m e in the khutba. 

Although he had cast off the political authority of the Almohad caliphs, 
A b u Zakariyyâ' had not renounced the Almohad doctrine; on the contrary, 
he justified his seizure of power as a means of rekindling the true Almohad 
orthodoxy. In this regard, he was partially successful and found himself 
acknowledged as rightful caliph in various centres in Morocco and in 
Andalusia. B y 1234, he had put a final end to the Banü Ghäniya uprising in 
the southern part of Ifrïkiya. In his victorious campaigns to the west he suc­
cessively seized Constantine, Bidjâya (Bougie) and Algiers, while in the east 
the entire coast of Tripolitania was subjugated. H e accordingly brought 
together what was to become the Hafsid territory. Even the founder of the 
A b d al-Wadid dynasty, Yaghmuräsan b. Zayyân, submitted to his rule, and 
both the Marinids and Nasrids in Granada acknowledged his suzerainty. 

T h e establishment of peace and security was followed by rapid economic 
growth, and the capital, Tunis, was again frequented by foreign merchants 
from Provence, Catalonia and the Italian republics. Relations with Sicily 
became friendly, but in 1239 the Hafsid ruler began to pay tribute to the 
Emperor Frederick II in return for the right to engage in maritime trade and 
for the freedom to import Sicilian wheat. 

W h e n A b u Zakariyyâ' died in 1249, he left to his son and successor, 
A b u 'Abd Allah M u h a m m a d al-Mustansir (1249-77), a prosperous and 
secure state, whose hegemony in North Africa went unchallenged. T h e rule 
of al-Mustansir was never seriously jeopardized by plots and rebellions, 
although it was disturbed from time to time by the rivalry between Almohad 
shaykhs and Andalusian refugees and immigrants, w h o constituted 
a political élite wielding considerable influence. In 1253 he assumed 
the title of Amir al-Mu'minin and was recognized as caliph by the sharifs of 
Mecca in 1259 and a year later even by the M a m l u k s of Egypt. His 
recognition in the East did not last for long, however; it came about only in 
the special circumstances that, in 1258, the last Abbasid caliph in Baghdad 
had been killed by the Mongols and the caliphate was still vacant. However, 
in 1261 the M a m l u k sultan, Baybars, installed a puppet Abbasid caliph at 
Cairo and, from that time until 1517, the entire Musl im East recognized 
only that caliphal line. Even so, the short-lived caliphate of al-Mustansir 

4. See Chapter 2, p. 55 above. 
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bears witness to the considerable prestige of the Hafsids in the Islamic 
world, where their state was regarded as being one of the most stable and 
powerful. 

A few years later, al-Mustansir was able to enhance his reputation in 
the Muslim world through the outcome of the crusade led by St Louis of 
France against Tunis in 1270. T h e true causes ofthat belated crusade are 
not entirely clear and there have been m a n y different interpretations.5 It has 
been suggested that the prosperity of Ifrïkiya was a source of temptation 
to the French or that, as recounted by Ibn Khaldün, some Provençal 
merchants encouraged the expedition because they had failed to recover the 
money they had lent to the Tunisians. Louis himself believed that al-
Mustansir wished to become a Christian and hoped also to make Ifrïkiya 
the springboard for a further campaign against Egypt. T h e expedition was 
badly prepared, and even Charles of Anjou, king of Sicily and brother of 
Louis, was informed about it only at the last m o m e n t . T h e crusaders landed 
in Carthage, but within a few weeks an epidemic broke out in their camp; 
the king himself fell victim to it. 

Charles of Anjou quickly concluded peace, since he was in no way 
interested in the crusade and was anxious to reopen friendly commercial 
relations with the Hafsid state. Al-Mustansir, w h o had initially proclaimed 
the djihâd (holy war) and had assembled contingents from various towns and 
from among the Arab nomads, was as ready as Charles to terminate the 
unfortunate affair, the more so as his nomad allies had started to withdraw 
towards their winter pastures in the south. T h e peace treaty was a 
compromise and the Hafsid caliph agreed to continue paying tribute to 
Sicily, along with taxes on the import of wheat; he also promised to expel 
from Ifrïkiya the last members of the Hohenstaufen dynasty, w h o had fled 
to African territory after their overthrow by Charles of Anjou. O n e rather 
unexpected result of this last crusade was that trade was resumed on a larger 
scale than before. 

T h e Hafsid empire reached its first apogee in the reigns of A b u 
Zakariyya' and al-Mustansir. Its supremacy was recognized all over the 
Maghrib; its authority extended as far as Musl im Spain in the west and 
the Hidjäz in the east; all the European states of the western Mediterranean 
had to take account of its power; and the Spanish and Italian rulers eagerly 
sought alliances with it. 

After al-Mustansir's death there was an anticlimax. For almost a century 
the Hafsid empire was the scene of recurrent internal disputes between the 
members of the ruling dynasty, and it was shaken by Arab revolts and by the 
dissidence of various towns and even of entire regions. This was especially 
notable in Bidjäya and Constantine, which repeatedly set up independent 
principalities under rival members of the dynasty. In periods of weak central 
government, these centripetal tendencies became more pronounced. At 

5. Cf. M . Molkt, 1972, pp. 289-303. 
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certain times, three or more Hafsid rulers of various towns were claiming 
the throne in Tunis. Under these circumstances, the pendulum of power in 
the Maghrib swung westwards to the Marinids in Morocco; twice - in 1348 
and 1357 - important parts of Hafsid territory, including the capital, Tunis, 
were occupied by Marinid forces. In neither case, however, did the occupa­
tion last for long, and the invaders were defeated by Arab nomads. At the 
end of the reign of A b u Ishäk (1350-69), Bidjäya, Constantine and Tunis 
were governed by three independent Hafsid rulers, whereas the south, the 
south-east and a part of the coast (Sähil) remained independent of Tunis. 

T h e renaissance of Hafsid power commenced with A b u 'l-'Abbas (1370-
94) and continued under the long reigns of his successors, A b u Färis 
(1394-1434) and ' U t h m ä n (1435-88). A b u 'l-'Abbäs succeeded in reuniting 
and reorganizing the country; he rescinded land grants, held local insub­
ordination in check and restored the prestige of the dynasty. As a result of 
internal quarrels in Tlemcen and the open hostility between the A b d 
al-Wadids and Marinids, he had nothing to fear from the west. His son, 
A b u Färis, completed the work of reunification and rooted out the local 
dynasties of Bidjäya, Constantine, Tripoli, Kafsa, Tozeur and Biskra; he 
appointed governors there, chosen from among his freedmen. H e sub­
sequently gained control over the A b d al-Wadids of Tlemcen and inter­
vened frequently in Morocco and even in Andalusia. This success was due 
mainly to A b u Färis's policy of playing off the main sections of the popula­
tion in the kingdom - the Almohads, Arabs and Andalusians - against each 
other. H e showed tolerance towards the Jews, although he was himself a 
very devout Muslim. T h e popularity he enjoyed was due essentially to a 
number of factors: his concern for justice, the favours he bestowed on the 
pious - both the 'ulamä\ and the sharifs — his suppression of illegal taxes, his 
building achievements and his grandiose celebration of Muslim festivals. 

Although the first years of the reign of A b u Färis's grandson, 'U thmän , 
were disturbed by a fight against rebellious relatives, his long rule was 
generally peaceful and this sultan managed to hold his realm together. T h e 
second part of 'Uthmän's reign, however, was clouded by famine and 
plagues, and by the revival of Arab unrest in the south. Nevertheless, he 
retained his hold on Tlemcen, although not without difficulty, and was 
recognized by the founder of the new Banü Wattäs dynasty (the Wattasids) 
in Fez. T h e last years of 'Uthmän's reign are obscure, but he seems to have 
sown the seeds of future unrest by returning to the policy of appointing his 
o w n relatives to provincial governorships. Although his personality was 
strong enough to restrain the natural disposition of these relatives to seek 
independence, his successors were too weak to stem the tide of anarchy. 

T h e second period of Hafsid power collapsed as suddenly as the first. 
B y the end of the fifteenth and the beginning of the sixteenth century, the 
dynasty was again in a state of anarchy and was no longer capable of 
dealing successfully with the dangerous situation that arose from the rivalry 
between Spain and the Ottoman empire for supremacy in the Méditer-
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ranean. However , this forlorn struggle of the Hafsids to preserve their 
independence in the changing world belongs to the period covered by the 
next volume of this history. 

The Marinids 

'Originally from the desert, where they belonged to the noblest among the 
Zenäta, the Marinids came from the Zâb [a region of Algeria].-They knew 
neither silver metal nor money . . 7 neither agriculture nor trade. All their 
wealth consisted of camels, horses and slaves.'6 T h e Marinids, indeed, 
seem to offer the ideal model for Ibn Khaldün's theory of the rise of nomadic 
dynasties and of their 'asßbiyyay the force which he saw as propelling the 
nomads out from the desert to conquer territories and found states. After 
the battle of Las Navas de Tolosa (1212) the Banü Marín, w h o lived in the 
pre-Saharan steppes between Täfilälet and Figuig, started to invade north­
eastern Morocco; finding the A lmohad rule weak, they established their rule 
over the local agriculturalists and forced even towns like Täzä, Fez and 
al-Kasr al-Kabïr to pay tribute. Although at first they were motivated 
merely by the natural desire of all nomads to enrich themselves at the cost of 
the sedentary population, their leaders gradually developed political 
ambitions. 

Between 1240, w h e n the Marinids were defeated at the siege of Meknes 
by the A lmohad army, and 1269, w h e n they conquered Marrakesh, the 
struggle was waged with intermittent success. T h e long-drawn-out progress 
of their conquest can be explained by their total lack of the religious 
motivation that had driven forward the Almoravids and Almohads to their 
rapid conquests. Nevertheless, their first drive was crowned with success in 
1248, w h e n their leader A b u Yahyä (1244-58) conquered Fez, Täzä, 
Meknes , Sale and Rabat. Under A b ü Yüsuf Ya 'küb (1258-86), the amir w h o 
can be regarded as the true founder of the Marinid sultanate, the last 
territories still under A lmohad rule - the H igh Atlas, the Süs and the region 
of Marrakesh - were gradually incorporated into the n e w realm and the 
conquest of Marrakesh in 1269 put an end to A lmohad rule. 

T h e n e w dynasty chose Fez instead of Marrakesh as its capital, and A b u 
Yüsuf founded a n e w town there, Fas al-Djadïd ( N e w Fez), as distinct from 
the old city, thereafter called Fäs al-Balï (see Plates 4.1-4.3). Although they 
could not claim any religious legitimacy, the Marinids very soon looked 
upon themselves as heirs to the Almohads and attempted to re-establish 
that inheritance; their preference for its Iberian component did not prevent 
them from thrusting eastwards w h e n the opportunity arose. It is a curious 
phenomenon, this attraction of the green hills and plains of Andalusia for 
these Berbers from the deserts, steppes and mountains, for Almoravids, 
Almohads and Marinids alike. 

6. Ibn Abï Zar', from the French transi, i860, p. 401. 
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plate 4. i The Bou Inania Madrasa (the Koranic school) at Fez: detail ofa courtyard window

(14th century)
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plate 4.2 The Bou Inania Madrasa (the Koranic school) at Fez: detail of a door panel

(14th century)
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plate 4.3 The Karawiyyin Mosque at Fez: restoration was carried out during the Almoravid

era; in the courtyard, the main entrance of the prayer room
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T w o high periods can be discerned in the history of the Marinids, as in 
that of the Hafsids, although they were of shorter duration. T h e first period 
occurred under the reigns of A b u YOsuf Ya 'küb and his son A b ü Ya 'küb 
Yüsuf (1286-1307), and the second was contemporaneous with the reigns 
of A b u '1-Hasan (1331-48) and his son A b u 'Inän Färis (1349-58). However, 
it was only during the latter period that the Marinids could claim real 
supremacy in the Maghrib, and that only for a short space of time. 

O n e of the most important developments under the Marinids was the 
growing importance of the Arabs in Morocco; already, under the Almohads, 
the Arab nomads had begun to penetrate into the country and to change its 
hitherto exclusively Berber character. T h e policy of the Banü Marín 
towards the Arabs was dictated by the numerical weakness of their Zenâta 
followers, so they welcomed the support of the Arab nomads. T h e Zenâta 
themselves were to a high degree assimilated to the Arabs and the Marinid 
makhzan was composed of both groups. All this created the conditions for 
the expansion of the Arab domain in Morocco, where they settled mostly in 
the plains, and m a n y Berber groups were Arabized. Contrary to the practice 
in the armies of the Almoravids and Almohads, where the Berber 
language was spoken, Arabic became both the c o m m o n and the official 
language under the Marinids. 

This process of expansion of the Arab nomads had also its negative side: 
the domain of the nomads increased and that of the cultivators diminished, 
with fields, gardens and forests being taken over as pasture by the nomads. 
T h e growth of nomadism contributed in large measure to the crystallization 
of the social structure that was to characterize Morocco for the coming 
centuries - the division of the population into nomads, townspeople and 
mountain dwellers. 

Politically, this meant that only the towns and immediate countryside 
were under the firm administration of the sultans, whereas the makhzan 
tribes, both Arabs and Zenâta, enjoyed a large degree of autonomy and were 
allowed to levy taxes on the peasants in exchange for military service. H o w ­
ever, since the loyalty and efficiency of these n o m a d contingents could not 
be taken for granted, the Marinid rulers, like their predecessors and 
neighbours, depended more and more on mercenary slave armies garrisoned 
in the larger towns. T h e Berbers of the Atlas, the Rïf and the Djibâl 
remained outside effective government, even though they sometimes 
recognized the sovereignty of the sultans; but in the period of the decline, 
they launched incursions into the makhzan lands (biläd al-makhzan) and 
took parts of them under their control or patronage, thereby enlarging the 
domain of the 'land of dissidence' (biläd al-siba). 

Urban life and civilization were given renewed vigour by the steady 
influx of the Andalusian immigrants, w h o brought with them a more refined 
style in architecture, arts and crafts and literature. T h e capital, Fez, became 
the leading cultural centre of Morocco, whereas the ancient capital, 
Marrakesh, went through a period of decline. T h e flourishing of urban 
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culture, however, contributed further to the widening of the gap between 
the towns and rural areas, each of which led an independent life. This was 
very pronounced in the patterns of religious life. In Fez and other large 
towns, it was centred around universities such as al-Karawiyyïn and the 
numerous madrasas where, under the official patronage of the Marinid 
sultans, the orthodox Mälikite rite was preponderant; the rural populations, 
on the other hand, were more and more attracted to the zäwiyas, the lodges 
of the mystic brotherhoods (tarikas), and to the shrines of local holy m e n or 
marabouts. This trend had already started under the Almohads, whose 
teaching incorporated the doctrine of al-Ghazâlî (d. m i ) , which merged 
mysticism (tasawwuj) into the pattern of official Islam. Under the Marinids, 
mysticism was institutionalized by the establishment of the Süß orders, 
which were for the most part offshoots of the kädiriyya. This brand of 
popular Islam contributed significantly to the Islamization of the country­
side, since it penetrated into the remotest parts of Morocco among the 
mountain Berbers, w h o had until then been only slightly affected by Islam. 

Although the various aspects of the Christian challenge and the Musl im 
response it engendered in north-western Africa will be discussed later, the 
Marinid interventions in the Iberian peninsula have to be touched on briefly 
here. After consolidating his rule in Morocco proper, A b ü Yüsuf Ya 'küb 
crossed the Straits of Gibraltar in 1275 and scored a decisive victory over 
the Castilians near Istidja' (Ecija). T h e sultan conducted three more 
campaigns in Spain; the Marinid navy defeated the Castilian fleet in 
1279 and for a time the Christian threat to Granada and Morocco was 
frustrated. T h e fourth campaign resulted in the conclusion of an agreement, 
under which the king of Castile promised not to intervene in the affairs of 
the Musl im territories in Spain and also handed back Arabic manuscripts 
previously captured by the Christians. This compromise peace of 1285 was 
hailed by the Marinids as a victory. 

Sultan A b u Ya'küb had to deal with a succession of revolts in southern 
Morocco and was heavily involved in attempts to conquer Tlemcen and 
liquidate the Zayyänid dynasty. For these reasons, he was not inclined to 
disperse his armies and to intervene across the Straits. However, in 1291, 
when the king of Castile broke the agreement concluded in 1285, A b u 
Ya'küb was compelled to embark on a short campaign, which failed to 
produce a positive result; the sultan then returned to his war against 
Tlemcen. 

But Sultan A b u Ya'küb was murdered and after his death the Marinid 
dynasty went through a period of eclipse, due mainly to the revolt of a 
dissident m e m b e r w h o had seized large parts of southern Morocco and taken 
control of the trans-Saharan trade. T h e rebellion was suppressed only after 
the accession to the throne of A b u '1-Hasan in 1331. During this period of 
internal dissension the Marinids were forced to abandon their offensive 
policy in both Spain and the Maghrib. 

A b u 'I-Hasan was undoubtedly the greatest of the Marinid sultans; 
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shortly after his accession he reasserted the authority of Fez in southern 
Morocco, put an end to internal strife and revived the policy of conquest. 
In the first half of his reign, his efforts were centred on re-establishing 
Muslim sovereignty in Spain, all the more so as in 1337 the king of Castile 
had again embarked on a campaign against Granada. In 1333, the Marinid 
army crossed the Straits and conquered Algeciras. For the next six years 
A b u '1-Hasan and the Nasrid amir of Granada prepared their forces for a 
final assault on Christian Spain. This threat led to the conclusion of an 
alliance between Castile and Aragon; but the Marinid fleet, aided by a 
number of Hafsid vessels, gained control of the Straits and w o n a decisive 
naval victory over the Castilian fleet in 1340. T h e Musl im army then laid 
siege to Tarifa, but the fortress held out until Christian forces came to its 
aid. In the fiercely fought battle at Rio Salada (1340) the Musl im force 
suffered a heavy defeat, its worst ever after that of Las Navas de Tolosa. In 
1344, Algeciras was reconquered by the Christians. Although Gibraltar still 
remained in Marinid hands, the defeat at Rio Salada, followed shortly 
afterwards by other disasters in Ifrïkiya, forced the sultan to abandon his 
Spanish venture. F r o m this time onwards, neither the Marinids nor any 
other Moroccan dynasty were ever able to intervene actively in Spain. T h e 
sole remnant of the once glorious Muslim empire in Spain, the amirate 
of Granada, was thus left alone to continue its desperate struggle for 
survival. 

T h e weakness of the Hafsids in the first half of the fourteenth century 
offered both the Zayyänids of Tlemcen and the Marinids of Fez an 
opportunity to expand their territories. A b u '1-Hasan seized this oppor­
tunity in a clever way: on the pretext of coming to the aid of the Hafsids, 
w h o were being harassed by the Zayyänid ruler, he invaded the central 
Maghrib in 1335 and, after a two-year siege, conquered the Zayyänid 
capital, Tlemcen. This victory over his traditional rivals, which was duly 
announced to all his main fellow monarchs in the Musl im world, offered 
A b u '1-Hasan a real prospect of realizing his dream of ruling over a reunified 
Maghrib. T h e Zayyänid territory was under Marinid occupation and the 
Hafsids became virtual vassals of the Marinid sultan. W h e n the Hafsid 
dynasty subsequently went through another period of succession disputes, 
A b u '1-Hasan entered Tunis in 1347 and annexed the Hafsid realm to his 
state. This was the high point of A b u '1-Hasan's reign and, indeed, of 
Marinid history as a whole.7 

T h e period that followed came as an anticlimax: A b u '1-Hasan's policy 
of interfering with the Arab kabtla of Ifrïkiya triggered off a widespread 
revolt; in 1348, his army was defeated near Kayrawän and he himself was 
besieged in the town. Although he managed to escape and restore his 

7. The great historian, Ibn Khaldun. for a long time nurtured hopes of seeing the 
Marinids reunify the Maghrib. A b u '1-Hasan's failure came as a great disappointment to him. 
Cf. Ibn Khaldûn. French transi. 1852-6, Vol. 4, p. 253. 
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authority in Tunis to some degree, his defeat illustrated the fragility of 
Marinid power over the Maghrib. Tlemcen threw off his rule and the 
Hafsid princes of Bidjäya, Constantine and Annäba (the modern town of 
Bône) followed this example. A b u M-Hasan's son, A b u 'Inän, proclaimed 
himself sultan in Fez and deposed his own father. W h e n A b u '1-Hasan 
attempted to regain his throne with the remnants of his army, he was 
defeated in 1350 by A b u 'Inän and forced to seek refuge in the mountains, 
where he died a year later. 

A b u '1-Hasan's rise and fall can be seen as the epitome of the heroic and 
tragic history of the Maghrib under the Berber dynasties: a slow 
accumulation of forces, followed by a prolonged period of increasing suc­
cesses and then suddenly, at the high point promising the final realization of 
the most audacious projects, a disaster and fall which dashed all the previous 
achievements and released all the forces of internal anarchy and dissent. T h e 
causes of A b u '1-Hasan's final failure were similar to those that led to the 
decline of the Almohads, in that the h u m a n and material resources deployed 
in offensive campaigns came to be overstretched in two directions, c o m ­
pounded by the inability to come to terms with tribal and local particular­
isms and interests, by a precarious fiscal situation and by the lack of internal 
cohesion within the dynasty itself. 

T h e first years of A b u 'Inän's reign were as successful as those of his 
father, twenty years earlier; with the same ambition as A b u '1-Hasan, he 
assumed the caliphal title oí Amir al-Mtfminin and was intent on reuniting 
the Maghrib. In 1352, he again conquered Tlemcen and a year later he 
annexed Bidjäya. T h e crowning point came in 1357, when he entered Tunis. 
However, his fall was as swift as his father's and for the same reasons, 
namely the opposition of the Arabs, w h o forced him to evacuate Ifrïkiya and 
to return to Fez, where he was shortly to be murdered by one of his o w n 
viziers. With his death, the period of Marinid greatness came to an end; the 
remaining history of the dynasty until its demise in the fifteenth century is a 
tale of anarchy, revolts and widespread political, economic and cultural 
decadence. 

N o less than seventeen sultans reigned at Fez between 1358 and 1465, 
none of w h o m was able to check the forces of internal dissent or external 
threat. Viziers came to wield increasing power and from 1420 onwards 
that office was held by the members of the Banü Wattis clan, a collateral 
line of the Zenâta. T h e Wattasids, as they came to be called, steadily 
grew more powerful and became kingmakers for the next fifty years, until 
1472, when M u h a m m a d al-Shaykh was proclaimed sultan at Fez after a six-
year struggle against the sharifs, w h o claimed descent from Idris II, the 
founder of Fez, and w h o aspired to take over political power. T h e rise of the 
sharifs was associated with the cult of saints and with the belief in the baraka 
(the sacred blessing) inherent in the marabouts and to an even greater degree 
in the descendants of the Prophet M u h a m m a d . By contrast, the growing 
pressure exerted by the Portuguese against Morocco led to widespread 
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popular discontent and opposition to the Marinid dynasty, which was 
incapable of effectively countering the incursions of the infidels. 

Although the first Wattasid sultans, M u h a m m a d al-Shaykh (1472-1505) 
and his son M u h a m m a d al-Burtukâlï (1505-24), succeeded in restoring the 
power of the sultanate of Fez to some degree and in suppressing the 
sharïfian movement, they were nevertheless unable to arrest Portuguese 
expansion along the Atlantic coast. Moreover, Wattasid authority was 
restricted to Fez and its environs; the southern part of Morocco remained 
virtually independent and beyond their control. It was in these regions that, 
at the beginning of the sixteenth century, the new popular forces led by a 
sharïfian family embarked on the holy war against the Portuguese forts on 
the coast and thereby simultaneously paved the way for the final overthrow 
of the Wattasid dynasty.8 

T h e Zayyânids (Abd al-Wadids) 

Another Almohad governor at Tlemcen, Yaghmuräsan b. Zayyän, w h o 
came from a minor Zenâta branch, broke away from the disintegrating 
empire in 1235; just as A b u Zakariyyä' had done in Tunis, he founded his 
own dynasty, which survived for over three centuries until 1554. F rom its 
very beginning, the existence of this kingdom was threatened by its stronger 
neighbours to the west and east, as well as by Arab nomads from the south. 
It was something of a miracle that the kingdom survived at all for so long 
a period; that it did so was due to the skilful policies of a number of very 
able rulers, the most successful of w h o m were the founder, Yaghmuräsan 
(1235-83), and A b ü H a m m ü II (1359-89). Under their rule, the Tlemcen 
kingdom often went over to the offensive against the Marinids and Hafsids, 
in a bid to gain the Chelif valley and Bidjäya in the east and to penetrate 
as far as the approaches to Fez in the west. But, as often as not, the 
Zayyanids were driven to the defensive; Tlemcen frequently became the 
target of Marinid attacks and sieges and, in the fourteenth century, the 
Moroccans occupied m u c h of the Zayyanid realm for several decades. 

T h e periods of weakness were regularly exploited by the nomad Arabs, 
who systematically penetrated into the centre and were able to detach some 
of the outlying provinces. At the same time the Arabization of the 
Zenâta Berbers went on with increasing intensity, so m u c h so that western 
Algeria lost its former predominantly Berber character. 

T h e main weakness of the kingdom was its narrow and one-sided 
economic base: the state, whose territory comprised the less fertile parts of 
the Tell, was inhabited by numerically weak, sedentary populations and a 
host of nomad pastoralists, w h o in their turn were pressed by Arab 
incursions from the south and were steadily losing their pastureland. T h e 
instability that this created contributed greatly to the recurrent strife in 

8. This pattern of events will be discussed in Volume V , Chapter 8. 
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society and within the ruling dynasty itself. It is little wonder that for 
long periods the Zayyanids were under the patronage of the Marinids, the 
Hafsids and, at an even later date, the kings of Aragon. 

It seems scarcely feasible that, under such unfavourable political and 
economic conditions, the state should have survived until the Ottoman 
conquest in the mid-sixteenth century. Its main asset was the city of 
Tlemcen, which had replaced Táhart as the main commercial entrepôt of 
the central Maghrib. It was located where the important north-south route, 
running from Oran (Wahrän) to the Saharan oases and further south to the 
Sudan, crossed the west-east axis between Fez and Ifnkiya; it soon eclipsed 
other centres as the focal point for trade between Europe and the Maghrib 
and the western Sudan. It also had direct links with Sijilmasa, the northern 
terminus of the trans-Saharan trade routes. T h e struggle between the rival 
dynasties - the Marinids and Zayyanids - might be partly accounted for as 
competition for the control of trans-Saharan trade. T h e person w h o was 
quickest to grasp the importance ofthat factor was Yaghmuräsan b. Zayyan, 
w h o , after an unsuccessful attempt in 1257, conquered Sijilmasa in 1264 and 
held it for almost a decade, thereby bringing the two most important outlets 
of trans-Saharan trade, Tlemcen and Sijilmasa, under one authority for the 
first time. Although the Zayyanids soon lost Sijilmasa to the Marinids, 
Tlemcen still attracted the bulk of the trade. 

This wealthy commercial city excited the envy of both the Marinids and 
the Hafsids, but it was the former w h o attempted to conquer it on m a n y 
occasions. Between 1299 and 1307, A b ü Ya'küb besieged Tlemcen and 
built a new town opposite, which was called al-Mansüra, but was generally 
known as N e w Tlemcen (Tilimsän al-Djadïd). This rapidly developed as a 
trade centre into which most of the trade was diverted. Even so, after A b u 
Ya'kûb's death the Marinid army retreated, Tlemcen was relieved and the 
first thing the Zayyanids did was to destroy the rival town of al-Mansüra. 

Over the next thirty years Tlemcen regained its commercial importance 
and again attracted merchants from Europe, the Maghrib and the eastern 
Muslim countries; at this time it had a population of about 40 ooo.9 A 
proverb still current in Tlemcen in modern times recalls the m e m o r y of the 
wealth accruing to the town from the trans-Saharan trade: 'The best remedy 
against poverty is the Sudan.' T h e state was also able to recover greater 
political freedom and to launch an offensive policy against the weakened 
Hafsids, at a time when the Marinid dynasty was likewise involved in 
internal disputes. 

T h e coming to the Marinid throne of A b u '1-Hasan put an end to 
Zayyanid expansion; after a two-year siege, Tlemcen was conquered in 
1337 and the terminal points of trans-Saharan trade fell under one con­
trolling authority, that of the Marinids. However, as already mentioned, 

9. At approximately the same period, Fez and Tunis had about 100 000 inhabitants each 
and Marrakesh some 60000. Cf. Y . Lacoste, 1966, p. 50. 
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A b u '1-Hasan's attempt to re-establish the unity of the Maghrib was short­
lived, and during this sultan's struggles with his son Tlemcen recovered its 
independence. 

Although the Tlemcen state flourished in the second half of the four­
teenth century and enjoyed a period of prosperity under the able A b u 
H a m m ü M ü s ä II ( 13 59-89), it was twice occupied by the Marinid sultans and 
was harassed by Arab incursions and revolts. It was at this time that the great 
historian, Ibn Khaldün, lived at T lemcen and served as the intermediary 
of A b ü H a m m ü with the chiefs of the Arab nomadic groups, thus gaining a 
deep insight into the mechanics of political life and changing alliances. H e 
also left a testimony to Zayyanid culture: 'Here [in Tlemcen] science and 
arts developed with success; here were born scholars and outstanding m e n , 
whose glory penetrated into other countries.' T h e town was adorned by 
m a n y monuments which have survived until the present day and have m a d e 
Tlemcen the most important centre of Musl im architecture in the central 
Maghrib. 

After A b u H a m m ü was dethroned by his o w n son A b u Tâshfîn II 
(1389-94), the Tlemcen kingdom entered a long period of decadence and 
was intermittently the vassal either of Fez or of Tunis, playing only a minor 
role in Maghrib politics. In the course of the fifteenth century it became 
virtually a protectorate of Aragon and by the end of the century it had dis­
integrated into a great m a n y components, to the extent that the authority 
of the Zayyanid amirs of Tlemcen was confined to the town and its environs. 
Even then the amirs were plagued by conflicts over the succession and were 
increasingly compelled to seek the help of the Spanish and rely on their 
Christian mercenaries, w h o became the de facto rulers. In the following 
century, the Tlemcen kingdom was little more than a pawn in the great 
struggle between Spain and the Ot toman empire, and it finally disappeared 
under the onslaught of the latter in 1554. 

The challenge of Christian Europe 
F r o m the thirteenth to the sixteenth century, the Musl im West came into 
m u c h closer contact with Christian Europe than in the preceding period. 
However , it would be wrong to regard each side as a single homogeneous 
unit, engaging in a fixed policy of antagonism against the other. After the 
disappearance of the Almohads, the Musl im West was divided into the four 
political units discussed above: the Nasrid amirate of Granada, the Marinid 
sultanate of Morocco, the Zayyanid kingdom of Tlemcen and the Hafsid 
sultanate of Tunis. Their opponents from the northern shores of the 
Mediterranean were even more divided. In the Iberian peninsula there were 
the kingdoms of Castile, Aragon and subsequently Portugal; in Italy, more­
over, Genoa, Pisa, Venice and Sicily (before it was annexed by Aragon) had 
independent and often mutually hostile policies. After the last unsuccessful 
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crusade under St Louis, the French retreated into the background and 
played only a minor role in the Maghrib. 

Since the multiplicity of states opened up m a n y possibilities for the 
interplay of alliances, which often cut across religious boundaries, it would 
be over-simplifying matters somewhat if w e were to see relations between 
the Muslims and the Christians in the western Mediterranean during the 
period under discussion merely in terms of a relentless warlike struggle 
between two uncompromising opponents, one inspired by the idea of the 
Islamic djihäd, the other imbued with crusading fervour. This does not 
m e a n that these phenomena were not present; indeed, in some periods they 
were often the decisive motivating forces. But beneath them w e can discern 
conflicting economic and commercial interests that account for the other­
wise incomprehensible tangle of alliances and counter-alliances between 
Musl im and Christian states. Since Chapter 26 will deal with these 
underlying factors on a broad inter-continental scale, we shall confine 
ourselves here to the political aspects of Muslim-Christian relations. 

A decisive point in the history of the western Mediterranean was reached 
in the mid-thirteenth century, when the Christian reconquista culminated in 
the conquest of the Andalusian heartland.10 T h e following Musl im centres 
fell successively into the hands of various Iberian kingdoms: the Balearic 
Islands (Majorca) in 1229, Badajoz in 1230, Cordova in 1236, Valencia in 
1238, Murcia in 1243, Djayyän (Jaén) in 1246, Seville in 1248, Gharb al-
Andalus (Algarve) in 1249 and Kädis (Cádiz), Jerez and Labia (Niebla) 
in 1260-2. F r o m then onwards, some 90 per cent of the Iberian peninsula 
was under Christian control, and Muslim territory was reduced to the tiny 
Nasrid amirate of Granada, founded in 1232. Ow ing to the rivalry between 
Castile and Aragon, and at least partly to Marinid support in the first 
century of its existence, Granada managed to survive until 1492. Although 
the Nasrid amirs sometimes intervened actively in North African politics 
and accordingly helped to complicate the political situation, the role of 
Musl im Spain as an independent Mediterranean power was virtually ended. 

At first, the changing balance of power was not apparent and the 
Marinids, as w e have seen, attempted on several occasions to redress what, 
in their eyes, was only a temporary situation in Spain and to restore the 
Almohad empire to its full territorial extent. It was only in the middle of the 

10. The term reconquista is used in Iberian (and European) historiography to denote the 
process of Christian resistance to Muslim domination and the wars to eliminate Islam from 
the peninsula. It covers the whole period between 722 (the battle of Covadonga) and 1492 
(the fall of Granada). In recent years some Spanish scholars have begun to criticize the entire 
concept of the reconquista and have pointed out that, during the periods 722-1031 and 1252-
1481, there were neither Christian conquests nor reconquests. They maintain that even the 
term 'conquest' ought properly to be applied only (a) to the period from 1035 to 1262, 
especially the years between the conquest of Toledo in 1085 and that of almost all Andalusia 
in 1249, and (b) to the later period from 1481 to 1492, prior to the fall of Granada. Cf. M . 
Cruz Hernández, 1970. 
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fourteenth century that the shift in the balance of power in favour of the 
Christian side became patently clear and the Maghrib was driven on to the 
defensive. 

S o m e of the factors underlying the decline in the political and military 
strength of the Musl im states have already been mentioned. In all of them, 
the political power, which had been centralized at the beginning of the new 
dynasties, was constantly and increasingly eroded by a variety of centripetal 
forces, regardless of whether these represented dissident members of ruling 
families, heads of nomadic tribes, Christian mercenaries, Sufi shaykhs or 
ashräf(sharifs or heads of noble families), all of w h o m wished either to have 
a share in power or to secure for themselves as m u c h autonomy as possible, 
with no regard for a c o m m o n purpose. T h e dichotomy between the coastal 
towns, geared to external trade, and the countryside, and between nomads 
and sedentary populations divided society to an even greater extent into 
factions that had very little in c o m m o n . 

There were also a number of intrinsic causes for the deepening crisis in 
the Maghrib. Compared with other Mediterranean countries the region was 
relatively underpopulated and the rate of population growth appears to have 
remained rather low in the crucial centuries. ' ' T h e influx of Andalusian 
refugees was scarcely more than the population losses resulting from the 
Black Death in the middle of the fourteenth century. In m a n y regions 
the feudal nature of the regime and the general instability led to the 
abandonment of cultivated lands. Written sources from the beginning of the 
sixteenth century onwards provide abundant evidence of the existence of 
deserted lands and the sparsity of population in formerly cultivated and 
inhabited parts. T h e gradual deterioration of the soil represented a further 
contributory factor; this was caused partly by the nomadic herds and partly 
by the decrease in fertility in arid zones that had been exhausted by over-
intensive cultivation. Here again, the scarcity of labour had not made it 
possible to restore past productivity levels. 

Trans-Saharan trade, which for centuries had been a reliable source of 
Maghrib economic prosperity, began from the 1350s onwards to be 
increasingly diverted towards Egypt. T h e repercussions of this change were 
felt not only by the commercial class, but to an even greater extent by the 
governments, because customs duty levied on trade formed one of the most 
accessible sources of revenue. 

All this took place at a period when the Christian states were con­
solidating their political, military and economic power. Although at that 
time the eastern Maghrib under the Hafsids was not threatened by the 
Christians to such a dangerous degree as the more western parts, it never­
theless suffered as a result of occasional raids and campaigns. Charles of 

11. T h e population of the whole of the Maghrib at the end of the sixteenth century was 
estimated at 3 million. At the same time, the population of the Iberian peninsula amounted 
to some 9 million, of France to some 15 million, and of Italy to some 12 million. C f J. Monlaii, 
1964, PP- 39-40. 
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Anjou had already occupied Collo in 1282, and the joint forces of Sicily and 
Aragon under Roger de Lauria seized Djarba, Kerkenna and Marsa al-
Khäriz (La Calle). T h e island of Djarba remained in Christian hands 
until 1335 and became a thorn in the flanks of the Hafsid state. At the end 
of the fourteenth century, attacks by Christian fleets against coastal 
localities were renewed. T h e French, on this occasion allied with the 
Venetians, undertook an unsuccessful siege of al-Mahdiyya in 1390, and the 
fleets of Valencia and Majorca attacked Dellys in 1398 and Annäba in 
1399. T h e Aragon army attacked Kerkenna and Djarba again in 1424 and 
1432, and right up to the end of the century there were innumerable 
incursions, raids and attacks by the Genoese and Venetians on several of the 
ports between Tripoli and Algiers. Although these actions and the raids of 
the Maghrib pirates worsened political relations between the Hafsids and 
the Christian states, they never led to a total break and trade continued as 
briskly as before. Politically, the Italians did not represent any grave danger, 
as their interests were chiefly commercial and they did not aspire to 
territorial conquest. In general, the Musl im rulers maintained. easier 
relations with the Italian traders than with the Iberians, whose ambitions 
were predominantly political. 

T h e situation in the central and western Maghrib was both different and 
more complicated. In the course of the fourteenth century and the first half 
of the fifteenth, the kings of Aragon maintained friendly political relations 
with Morocco and exercised a strong influence in Tlemcen. Their policy 
was dictated by their rivalry with Castile as well as by their political 
ambitions elsewhere, in both Italy and the central Mediterranean. Castile 
and Portugal, on the other hand, were only waiting for an opportunity to 
intervene in Morocco. T h e victory at Rio Salado spelt the end of Moroccan 
involvement on Spanish soil: from then onwards, the struggle between 
Castile and Granada took on the character of a feudal dispute between 
suzerain and vassal rather than between the Christians and the Musl ims. 
T h e Castilians looked upon the Muslims of the Maghrib as their real 
enemies and endeavoured to put an end to the twofold threat of a Moroccan 
invasion and the increasingly active privateers. 

Piracy in the Mediterranean had existed from time immemorial and had 
been carried on by both Muslims and Christians in the Middle Ages. H o w ­
ever, the Christian reconquest of Spain gave a religious colouring to an 
activity whose aim was primarily the amassing of booty. F r o m the fifteenth 
century onwards, the Muslim corsairs, especially those exiled from 
Andalusia, regarded their own exploits as a kind of djihäd and as a way of 
retaliating against their expulsion. In some of the principal ports of the 
Maghrib, the corsairs had founded independent 'republics', out of which 
they often operated in contravention of the wishes of the official state 
authorities. T h e Marinids, the Wattasids and the Hafsids had all adopted a 
policy towards the corsairs that fluctuated between giving them support and 
attempting to curtain their activities for fear of provoking punitive expedi-
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tions on the part of the Christian powers. S o m e of the raids on the North 
African coast were, in fact, acts of retaliation for the attacks launched by 
Musl im corsairs on Christian ships or on the Spanish seaboard. 

W h e n viewed in a historical perspective, Musl im privateering can be 
regarded as a kind of active response to the Christian challenge, at a time 
when the governments of the Maghrib states were suffering from internal 
weakness and were unable to offer any effective resistance to the European 
offensive. In some ways, the activities of the corsairs can be likened to the 
popular movements in the interior of Morocco in the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries, which were led by the sharifs and marabouts against a central 
government that was incapable of expelling the Portuguese from the 
country. 

However, the internal situation in Spain prior to the union of Castile 
and Aragon in 1479 did not at first enable any concentrated effort to be 
directed against the Maghrib. T h e temporary conquest of Tetuan in 1399 
by the Castilians, w h e n half its population was massacred and the remainder 
reduced to slavery, had long been the only serious Iberian incursion into 
Moroccan territory. A renewed offensive started only after the conquest of 
Musl im Granada in 1492. 

T h e Portuguese proved to be far more dangerous and aggressive 
opponents both of the Maghrib and of Africa as a whole. After expelling 
the last Moors from their territories, the kings of the Avis dynasty, which 
came to power in 1385, decided to continue the struggle against non-
believers on African soil. Their underlying motives were a complex c o m ­
bination of religious zeal, the expectation of territorial gains and rich booty, 
and the hope of suppressing Musl im privateering. 

In 1415, the Portuguese fleet and army under the leadership of Prince 
Henrique (the future Henry the Navigator) and Prince Fernando, the sons 
of King Joào, conquered the Moroccan port of Ceuta after a short battle. 
This was the very first step in Portuguese overseas colonial expansion. T h e 
capture of Ceuta is widely regarded as an important landmark in European 
and even in world history, since it was purportedly the starting-point of the 
Europeans' expansion beyond the boundaries of their o w n continent in their 
bid for conquest and colonization. This judgement calls for qualification, 
however, since it should not be forgotten that the crusades had already 
represented a similar attempt at overseas expansion, control of eastern trade 
and exploitation of non-European countries and peoples. O n the other 
hand, there can be no denying that the year 1415 marked the beginning of 
uninterrupted aggression by western European states, in the course of 
which they gradually gained control over other continents and discovered 
n e w lands which became the object of their efforts at colonization. As this 
general aspect will be dealt with more broadly in the introduction to Vo lume 
V of the General History of Africa, the discussion here will focus on the 
consequences of Portuguese aggression for north-western Africa and 
especially for Morocco. 
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T h e Portuguese had naturally planned not merely to capture a single 
port but to occupy the whole of Morocco, with the aim of taking over the 
lucrative gold trade. As already stated, the Marinid dynasty had proved 
incapable of withstanding that threat, and the vizier A b u Zakariyyä' 
al-Wattâsï became the virtual ruler, w h o tried to mobilize the country. In 
1437 the Portuguese, led by the two princes, again made an attempt to 
conquer Tangier (Tandja), but suffered a heavy defeat; they accordingly 
promised to return Ceuta to the victorious Moroccans, while Prince 
Fernando was retained in Morocco as a hostage. However, his brother, King 
Duarte, resolutely refused to abandon the Portuguese foothold on African 
soil and the unfortunate Fernando died in captivity at Fez. 

T h e defeat at Tangier to some degree changed Portugal's expansion 
policy and projects, as it became clear that a frontal attack alone would not 
lead to the control of Morocco and the Sudanese trade routes. This compell­
ed them to look for other approaches to the sources of gold; at the same 
time they nurtured hopes of finding an ally to the south of Morocco w h o 
could help them to encroach the Musl im enemy. This change of priorities 
did not, of course, mean that the Portuguese monarchs and bourgeoisie 
abandoned their projects in north-western Africa; but their attention was 
increasingly concentrated on the Atlantic coast. F r o m the middle of the 
fifteenth century onwards, they successively occupied the following 
Moroccan coastal towns: al-Kasr al-Kabïr in 1458, Anfa in 1469, Arsïla in 
1471, Massât in 1488, Agadir in 1505, Säfi in 1508, A z a m m ü r in 1513, 
Mazaghan in 1514 and Aghüz in 1519. In 1471, they had finally succeeded 
in conquering Tangier as well. F r o m the Portuguese point of view, Morocco 
not only represented a stage in their expansion along the African coast, but 
was also intrinsically valuable, since the Portuguese treasury drew large 
profits from raids into the interior of the country, in the course of which 
m a n y villages and towns (and even Marrakesh in 1515) were plundered and 
their inhabitants captured and sold into slavery. At the same time, they 
continued to engage in friendly trade with the Moroccans and purchased 
mainly cereals, horses and especially woollen textiles, which they sub­
sequently bartered in West Africa for slaves and gold. 

While the Portuguese were successfully expanding along the Atlantic 
coast of Morocco and further to the south in search of gold and an anti-
Musl im ally (the legendary Préster John), thereby inaugurating the era of 
great discoveries and colonial empires, the Spaniards were finally con­
summating the union of Castile and Aragon under King Ferdinand and 
Queen Isabella. After a ten-year war, they conquered Granada and in the 
same year, 1492, Christopher Columbus embarked on his first voyage, in 
the course of which he discovered the shortest route to a N e w World 
which was later to be known as America. 

Spain's expanding horizons overseas did not prompt her to neglect her 
more immediate enemies in North Africa. Under an agreement sanctioned 
by the Pope in 1494, the Maghrib was divided between the two Iberian 
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kingdoms: the regions west of Ceuta were granted to Portugal and those 
further east to Spain. T h e Spanish were not slow to exploit both this agree­
ment and the weakness of the Zayyanids and Hafsids. Between 1496 and 
1510 they took possession of several major ports on the Mediterranean 
coasts, including Malïla (Melilla, still a Spanish possession), Mers al-Kabïr, 
Oran, Bidjâya (Bougie) and Tripoli. But they were unable to penetrate more 
deeply into the interior; their presidios were restricted to the ports and 
dependent on sea-borne supplies, thereby rendering them vulnerable to any 
strong sea power. 

T h e end of the fifteenth century was thus a period when the fortunes 
of the Muslims in the Maghrib were at their lowest ebb: most of their ports, 
on both the Atlantic and Mediterranean coasts, were in the hands of the 
Christians; central governments were ineffective and weak; the countries 
themselves were divided into m a n y rival factions; and their economies were 
precarious and subject to the strain of an evolving global balance of power. 
Although the Maghrib experienced a fresh lease of life in the following 
century, due to a strong popular movement in the West and to the 
intervention of the Turkish corsairs and subsequently of the Ottoman 
empire in the East, it never again attained the political, economic and 
cultural heights it had reached under the Almoravids, the Almohads and the 
early rulers of the Hafsid and Marinid dynasties. 
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Society in the Maghrib 
after the disappearance of 
the Almohads 

R . I D R I S * 

Although the historiography of the Maghrib is fairly advanced for the 
period that concerns us, its social history has yet to be studied. T h e scarcity 
of works of synthesis reflects this situation, and we need to get down to the 
task of research, analysis and interpretation of the documentary sources. ' 
Generalizations about medieval Islam m a y still be of assistance in under­
standing the problems, but the differences between East and West and their 
different forms of development must be taken into account, even if these 
have emerged only dimly and slowly.2 

The predominance of nomadism: life in the towns 

T h e n o m a d s 

Since the eleventh century, the age-old but precarious balance between 
a sedentary and a nomadic mode of life had been upset in favour of the 
latter by the invasion of Arab nomads, the BanO Hiläl, w h o were fol­
lowed, in the twelfth century, by the Banü Sulaym. At the beginning 
of the thirteenth century, their 'total devastation' ruined crops and brought 
anarchy to Ifrikiya and the central Maghrib.3 T h e Almohads, for 
reasons of military and economic strategy, transferred them in large 
numbers to the Atlantic plains, which were given over to them, 
whereas other Beduin, the Banü Ma'kil, occupied the southern and 
eastern parts of the Moroccan Atlas range. T h e Maghrib was cut off from 
the east, its relations with the Sudan were disrupted, and its civiliza-

*This paper is published posthumously; Professor Roger Idris died on 29 April 1978. 
1. There exist, however, two valuable works: G . Marcáis, 1913, and R . Brunschvig, 

2 vols, 1940 and 1947. 
2. O n urban history, which is of some importance in this article, reference m a y be 

made for comparative purposes to A . H . Hourani and S. M . Stern (eds), 1970 - a 
collection of studies of oriental towns. 

3. Historians are far from unanimous concerning this thesis of 'total devastation'. A . 
Laroui, 1970, pp. 139-46, criticizes it to considerable effect. 
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tion, especially in the east and in the centre, was forced back to­
wards the Mediterranean coast. 

T h e rural population 

Peasants - cattle breeders, cultivators, foresters, cash-crop growers and so 
on, depending on the territory concerned - m a d e up the majority of the 
rural population, especially as there was some population drift between the 
small market towns and the countryside. T h e numerous workers re­
quired by an agriculture which had hardly progressed since ancient 
times were not serfs; small family farms predominated. S o m e powerful 
individuals possessed large properties, but the great majority of rural 
people held land collectively; joint ownership was frequent. Numerous 
plots were private or public habous which the recipients farmed them­
selves or leased to tenant-farmers.4 M a n y farms, perhaps the majority, 
were cultivated under a contract entered into with the owner: plantations 
were leased out to numerous owners, and there were various forms of 
tenant-farming and share-cropping, most commonly for a fifth of the 
crops. T h e share-croppers (khammäs) did not always proceed in attain­
ing a subsistence level, and their condition was often quite wretched, 
particularly in years w h e n the harvest was poor. Each family's meagre 
sustenance came from the land it owned or farmed for the owner. F a r m 
produce, livestock, and rural and urban handicrafts were exchanged at 
rural markets — some seasonal, some weekly — which often grew into 
important market towns, centres for contact between residents, semi-
nomads and nomads. 

T h e lack of documentation makes it difficult to analyse the structure 
of village society. This varied rather widely according to the locality. It 
remained intact in those isolated areas which have retained the Berber 
language until recent times. Other places sustained the impact of nomads 
without being submerged by them, so that their new equilibrium was 
essentially a continuation of the past and remained unchanged for cen­
turies. 

T h e townspeople 

Urban life has to be analysed separately in each of the three states of 
the Maghrib, beginning with the western region, whose influence was 
largely preponderant. First, however, a few general traits m a y be dis­
tinguished. There is no need to dwell on the characteristics of Musl im 
Arab society: the patriarchal family, the separation of the sexes, the veil 

4. A habous or wakf is a religious endowment or bequest, private or public, in the 
form of property in mortmain, whose proceeds accrue only to its assigns (who may be 
the poor of a town, social groups, particular families or students). 
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plate 5.1 Agadir (fortified granary) of Fri-Fri in the Tijnit region of southern Morocco

worn by townswomen, polygamy, concubinage, endogamy, the distinctions
between free men and slaves, between Muslims and tributaries and so on.

There is also no need to dwell on the organization of traditional

Muslim city life: the great mosque amid the souks, the narrow, winding
side streets, the hammam, the ramparts pierced by gates adjacent to the

cemeteries, the markets and the suburbs.5 Imported fabrics were stored
in the cloth halls (kaysariyya) and other commodities in the caravan¬

serai (funduks), whose rooms gave on to an inner court. European
merchants living in the ports were divided by nationality amongst the
funduks, each having their own consul. The corsairs brought back slaves

5. 'Hammam: lit. "heater" (Ar. hamma, "to heat", Hebr. hâmam, "to be warm"), a

hot steam bath. These are isolated buildings communicating with the street or market

place by a more or less imposing door.' Encyclopaedia of Islam, ist edn, Vol. 2, p. 253.
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w h o were employed chiefly as domestics; Christian monks sometimes ran­
somed them. 

As for the Jews, their numbers increased at the end of the four­
teenth century following the arrival of numerous refugees from Christian 
persecutions. They played a leading role in the economy, thanks to their 
capital, their natural aptitudes and their connections with Jews remain­
ing in Europe. M a n y settled in Tlemcen and Bidjäya (Bougie). They were 
well received in Ifrîkiya but never occupied there the high office which 
they frequently managed to attain in Morocco. Pogroms broke out in Fez 
at the beginning and end of the Marinid dynasty. T h e Jewish community 
of the Tuat oasis was also subjected to persecution in the second half 
of the fifteenth century. 

But the immigration of Muslim Spaniards following the reconquista was 
of special importance; the continual flow rose to its highest levels during 
the first half of the thirteenth century and at the end of the fifteenth. 
These Andalusians settled especially in the ports and constituted coherent 
groups whose members pursued diverse activities from top to bottom of 
the social scale: m e n of letters, musicians, lawyers, secretaries, soldiers, 
merchants, weavers, embroiderers, masons, gardeners and farmers; and 
the sultans frequently chose their favourites from among them. 

Both in the cities and among certain rural or nomadic groups, some 
racial mixing resulted from the influx of black slaves of both sexes and Arab 
concubinage with black w o m e n . 

T h e Arab-Berber 'symbiosis' began immediately after the conquest and 
was well advanced by the beginning of the ninth century.6 But even in 
the cities, its most favourable environment, this did not extirpate a certain 
tribalism, which remained deep-rooted despite Islam. That religion, born 
in Arabia, in a city of commerce and caravans, is well known for its urban 
bias; therefore it is with reference to city life that one should depict the 
religious evolution of Maghrib society, which was fundamentally sacral, 
from the thirteenth to the sixteenth century. 

The triumph of Mälikism: mystical tendencies 
Almohadism failed to unsettle the Mälikism of the Maghrib; it appeared 
to be an unofficial religion legitimizing the power of the M a s m ü d a and, 
as a consequence, was dealt a fatal blow by their downfall. Their 
successors, the Marinids and A b d al-Wadids, had no special religious 
doctrine and adopted Mllikite orthodoxy. They fostered this by founding 
numerous madrasas for lodging and instructing students, from among 
w h o m officials were chosen; the influence of the Andalusians quickly made 
itself felt in the madrasas. In the eastern Berber country, the situation was 
different. T h e Hafsids were Almohads w h o remained faithful to their 

6. H . R . Idris, 1973b. 
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doctrine, which their first madrasas attempted to spread. In this they 
failed, because the Ifnkiyans remained profoundly Mälikite. Moreover in 
the second half of the twelfth century certain eminent doctors added 
fresh lustre to Malikism, which took over all religious institutions, the 
magistracy and the instruction in the madrasas. Not only did the Hafsids 
allow this evolution to take place, but they also established a real 
collaboration with the Mälikite doctors and, thanks to the renowned Ibn 
cArafa, Mälikism triumphed in the second half of the fourteenth 
century. 

Malikism was not the only factor leading to religious unification: 
as early as the twelfth century, popular piety in the Maghrib became deeply 
imbued with mysticism. T h e Moroccan people had already suffered the 
constraints of the rigid, legalistic, narrow-minded and desiccated jurisdic­
tion of the Almoravids, perpetrators of the auto-da-fé of the works of 
al-Ghazâlî. T h e Almohads were still vainly endeavouring to inculcate in 
them a more flexible but excessively rationalist doctrine, which proclaimed 
the sinless nature of the M a h d ï and condemned jurisprudence, thus of­
fending their ineradicable Mälikism; now the Moroccans slaked their 
frustrated thirst for piety with Süfism. U p o n the disappearance of the 
Almohads, this movement expanded considerably in Morocco under the 
influence of Andalusian Süfism and a long tradition of local asceticism, 
which was rendered illustrious by a galaxy of leading mystics w h o had 
become popular holy m e n ; thereafter it spread to the central Maghrib and 
Ifnkiya. 

A b u M a d y a n al-Andalusï (Sïdï Bou Médine), w h o was born near 
Seville, studied mysticism with the Moroccans and then went to seek its 
source in the east. After a long sojourn at Bidjäya, he was s u m ­
moned by the caliph of Marrakesh, w h o had become disquieted by his 
reputation; he died, however, en route to Tlemcen (i 197-8). H e had a 
rival in Naftï (Sïdï A b u 'Alï al-Naftï) and his disciples included al-
Dahmän i (d. 1224), a Beduin originally from the Kayrawän (Kairouan) 
plains, and al-Mahdäwi (d. 1224) of Mahdiyya. Sayyidï A b u Sa'ïd (Sidi 
B o u Said) (d. 1231) taught Süfism in and around Tunis. 

Another of A b u Madyan's disciples, Mulay c A b d al-Salâm b. Mashïsh, 
was a prominent holy m a n of the region. His pupil, Sïdï A b u '1-Hasan 
al-Sadïlï (Sïdï Belhasen), born south of Tetuan (c. 1197), began preaching 
in the environs of Tunis, where he settled after a retreat at Djebel 
Zaghouän, surrounded by large numbers of the faithful. However, 
suspected of being an 'Alid agitator - he claimed to be a sharif and a 
descendant of Hasan b. 'Alï - he was forced to retire into the east, where 
he died in 1258, leaving a multitude of followers in Tunis. His fervent 
but unrefined Süfism tended towards the cult of saints (maraboutism, 
baraka, thaumaturgy, poverty, eccentricity, life in a cell or a záwiya) and 
religious brotherhood; it came to be known as Sadflism. 

A m o n g the companions of al-Sadïlï, some fifty in number, m e n -
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tioned by Hafsid Ifnkiya, was a w o m a n , Lalla Mannubiyya (d. 1267), 
whose behaviour was demented, although she was feared and venerated: 
the jurists demanded her arrest, which was opposed by the sovereign. Soon 
extravagances of this sort encountered no further opposition. Al-Murgânï 
(d. 1300), a zäwiya shaykh, maintained excellent relations with the court 
and the theologians. 

This was the period when Sîdï Ben cArüs flourished (d. 1463). A native 
of Cape Bon , he first practised humble trades, while studying Süfism in 
Tunisia and later in Morocco, where he spent a long period. Returning 
to Tunis, he lived as a marabout and a gyrovague;7 he was also a 
thaumaturge, indulging in scandalous eccentricities and in taha'ib (the 
violation of moral and religious rules). Certain jurists were hostile to him, 
but he enjoyed great general popularity and several Hafsids took care of 
him. W h e n he was buried in his zäwiya, the entire population, from the 
humblest to the greatest, mourned a saint w h o m they had from the first 
placed beside Sïdï Mahrez, the patron saint of Tunis for five centuries. H e 
left numerous followers, but the brotherhood of the 'Arüsiyya was not set 
up until the sixteenth century. Numerous ascetics spread throughout 
Ifnkiya, and kabilas of marabouts were set up, such as that of the Saba'iyya, 
w h o eventually founded a marabout state, with Kayrawän as its capital; this 
later rose against the Spaniards and Turks. But it was in Morocco, the 
birthplace of its founder, that Sadflism flourished most spectacularly, 
particularly in Aghmât and Marrakesh. T h e Ragräga founded a Sadflite 
zäwiya in 1370, whose missionaries spread throughout the southern part of 
the country, both in the plains and in the mountains. 

Finally, there was the advent of al-GhazfllT (d. 1465), w h o was to give 
a fresh impetus to Süfism, directing it towards the cult of marabouts and 
shartfs. This Berber from the Süs, w h o according to legend was 
descended from the Prophet, was a contemporary of the discovery in a Fez 
mosque in 1437 of a miraculously preserved body. This was immediately 
declared to be that of Idrïs II, whereupon Mulay Idrïs became the object 
of a fervent cult. In Meknes and Fez the Idrisid shartfs formed power­
ful groups, w h o m the Marinids permitted to have a representative, a nakib. 
Al-Ghazûlî adopted and practised Sadflism and soon had numerous fol­
lowers, w h o were probably organized into a brotherhood. Southern 
Morocco produced a host of marabouts, w h o swarmed north and east as 
far as Tripolitania. T h e followers of shartfs and marabouts became 
closely associated; scholars and jurists w h o had held aloof from Süfism 
enrolled in the brotherhoods. O n the death of al-Ghazulï, one of his 
disciples organized a powerful revolt in the Süs and for twenty years 
carried the body of his shaykh with him; he transported it in a bier. 

7. Gyrovague, or vagrant: from the medieval Latin name given to monks w h o spent 
their lives moving from province to province and cell to cell, staying only three or four 
days in one place and living on alms; also known as Messalians. 
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Finally, in 1524, the Sa'dian sharif, al-A'rag, had it transferred to M a r -
rakesh with the body of his o w n father and placed it in the same 
mausoleum, thus sealing the alliance of the new dynasty with Ghazûlism 
and ensuring its triumph. 

It was also in Morocco where the mawlid - the feast of the birth of the 
Prophet (12 Rabr* I), which had been celebrated in the east by the 
Ayyubids at the beginning of the thirteenth century - spread among the 
Berbers, in a frenzy of religious exaltation. This feast, first mentioned at 
Ceuta in the middle of the thirteenth century, was m a d e official by the 
Marinid A b u Ya'küb in 1292! In the middle of the following cen­
tury the A b d al-Wadid A b ü H a m m ü celebrated it with great p o m p at 
Tlemcen. T h e Hafsid A b u Yahyä (1318-46) did likewise at Tunis, but met 
with such violent disapproval from the jurists that he had to renounce 
it. It was not until the reign of A b u Färis (1394-1434) that Ifrïkiya finally 
adopted the mawlid with m u c h reciting of poems, songs, music and il­
luminations, as in Morocco and at Tlemcen. Here, again, it was 
chiefly the brotherhoods w h o initiated and then appropriated it, and with 
its celebration went increased prestige for the sharifs. 

Dynastic power and social structure 
T h e Marinid, A b d al-Wadid and Hafsid dynasties were founded by con­
quering Berber tribes, and the victorious clan became identified with the 
state, the makhzan. This distinction between victors and vanquished was 
different from the traditional one between khässa (private individuals, 
courtiers, the politico-military aristocracy, the élite) and 'ammä (com­
moners, the masses, plebs), a distinction created by the jurists, the 
historiographers and the ruling classes. Moreover, the fundamental 
egalitarianism of Islam is well known; kkässa was often applied to the 
literate and 'ammä to the illiterate. Meanwhile, in Fez, as in Tlemcen 
and Tunis, a middle class, a sort of petty bourgeoisie which had a great 
capacity for assimilation, was upsetting this theoretical bipartite structure 
and mitigating the spirit of caste. Anyone could raise his station in life 
through good fortune or education, or even through piety or the favour of 
a great m a n . 

T h e Marinids 

T h e Marinids recruited Zenäta from the central Maghrib and Arabs, but 
only in time of war; these were added to their small initial forces of 
cavalry. They had at their disposal some 8000 mounted mercenaries -
Turkomans, Franks, Andalusians and renegades8 - and a sultan's guard, 

8. The renegades were mercenaries, usually apostates, and mostly from Spain, w h o 
had enlisted in the armies of the Maghrib. 
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probably Zenätian. T h e Zenäta formed the politico-military aristocracy, 
from which were drawn the high officials or viziers, members of increas­
ingly influential rival families. T h e Banü Wattäs family provided the 
regents for the last Marinid and founded a dynasty that controlled Fez 
and one part of the country. T h e chancellor's office and the accounts 
were entrusted to Moroccan or Andalusian secretaries (kätib). T h e cham­
berlains {hädjib), mostly freed slaves, had no political authority; but one, a 
Jew w h o was hädjib to A b ü Ya'küb Yüsuf (i286-1307), ended by becom­
ing head of the government, and the last Marinid, in debt to Jews, 
placed two of them in charge of tax collecting. T h e djandâr were stationed 
at the sovereign's door and carried out his orders;9 their provost was the 
mizwär, w h o saw to the observance of official etiquette at the audiences 
given in the dar al-'ammä ('house of the people'). T h e heir apparent was 
closely associated with the exercise of power. T h e great provincial 
governors were princes of the blood, or chiefs of the Zenäta or Arabs. 

T h e Atlas was virtually autonomous. Its docile kabïlas were c o m m a n ­
ded by powerful amirs selected from among the leading families devoted 
to the dynasty. T h e kabïlas had the right to levy taxes or iktä'.10 

Sharïfs and holy m e n were entitled to a portion of the tax receipts and 
the brotherhoods were granted tax exemptions. 

Fez reached its apogee in the middle of the fourteenth century. Once 
he was master of Morocco, A b ü Yüsuf Ya'küb left Marrakesh, capital of 
the conquered Almoravids, for Fez, where in 1276 he founded a new 
city, Fäs al-Djadïd (New Fez), an administrative and military capital, 
comprising the prince's quarter, another area known as the Christian 
quarter and a third which was to become the malläh (Jewish quarter). T h e 
Jews w h o became converts, rather than consenting to live in the malläh, 
merged with the Musl im population and became wholesale traders. 
Numerous Andalusian refugees strengthened the intellectual, artistic and 
commercial élite. 

T o house, feed and instruct the students w h o flocked to Fez, A b u 
Yüsuf Ya'küb founded in the old city the first of the famous Marinid 
madrasa endowed by habous foundations; four others were built between 
1320 and 1323, a sixth in 1346-7 and A b u 'Inän (1349-58) added the one 
which bears his name (see Plates 4.1 and 4.2). 

There was brisk trade with Spain, Portugal; Genoa and Venice. T h e 
Christian merchants were grouped together in one building under the 
authority of a sort of c o m m o n consul (the feitor of Portuguese texts). T h e 

9. Djandâr (or djandâr): 'The Nöbat al-Djändariyä was in the M a m l u k and Marinid 
kingdoms the bodyguard of the Sultan in his palace and on his journeys; it was their duty 
to conduct Amirs to the Sultan at audiences or paying of homage.' Encyclopaedia of 
Islam, ist edn, Vol. 1, p. 1014. 

10. T h e term iktâ', like the legal and fiscal concept it represents, is difficult to 
express in European languages (see Encyclopaedia of Islam, new edn, Vol. 3, p. 1088). 
In this particular case it means the right to levy taxes. 
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Jewish community had its o w n leader and administration. T h e muhtasib 
controlled commercial activity. ' l But the intellectual and economic 
prosperity of Fez declined with the dynasty. T h e accession of the Sa'dïs 
hardly helped, since they selected Marrakesh, long overshadowed and 
practically in ruins, as their capital and revitalized it. 

The Abd al-Wädids 

T h e A b d al-Wädids of Tlemcen, relatives and rivals of the Marinids, were 
likewise Zenâta, nomadic Berbers, who became leaders of a sedentary state. 
T h e founder of the dynasty, Yaghmuräsan (1235-83), lived under canvas 
until he was in his thirties, and could speak only Berber. T h e office of 
vizier was first entrusted to relatives of the sovereign, but from A b u 
H a m m ü I (1308-18) onwards, it passed into the hands of the money­
changers whose family practised that profession at Cordova. They pur­
chased and developed lands in the outskirts of Tlemcen; one of them, 
Malläh, was Yaghmuräsan's minister of finance. The palace steward 
{hadjib), selected from among the jurists, was also in charge of the 
chancellor's office and accounts. A b u Täshfin (1318-73) appointed an 
Andalusian freedman, Hiläl the Catalan, as hädjib (master of ceremonies, 
palace chamberlain or prime minister) with supreme control over the 
administration. 

Yaghmuräsan employed Turkish, Kurdial and Christian mercenaries 
w h o had served the Almohads (dispensing with the Christians after 1254), 
but the main part of the army was made up of Banü Hiläl; they were 
granted important fiscal concessions (iktd() and collected taxes, part of 
which they kept back for themselves. Yaghmuräsan was very pious and 
provided each of the great mosques of Tlemcen and Agadir with a 
minaret. T h e founding of the fortress of Maswâr, where he lived, is 
attributed to him. His successor erected the mosque of Sïdï Bel Hasen 
(1296), and A b ü H a m m ü I built a madrasa to enable two doctors to 
disseminate their knowledge; his son founded another madrasa and built 
three palaces. Tlemcen was then at the peak of its prosperity. 

During the siege of Tlemcen (1298-1306), the Marinid A b u Ya'küb 
Yüsuf built the camp town of al-Mansüra, which A b u '1-Hasan again 
occupied and fortified during a later siege (1335). The Marinids ruled 
Tlemcen from 1337 to 1348 and fostered the cult of A b u Madyan , 
embellishing his mausoleum and adding to it the mosque of al-'Ubbad and 
a madrasa. During the second Marinid occupation (1352-9), A b u 'Inän 

11. 'Muhtasib, "Censor", an officer appointed by the caliph or his wazïr [vizier] to see 
that the religious precepts of Islam are obeyed, to detect offences and punish offenders ... 
In some respects his duties were parallel with those of the kadi, but the muktasib's 
jurisdiction was limited to matters connected with commercial transactions, defective 
weights and measures, fraudulent sales and non-payment of debts.' Encyclopaedia of Islam, 
ist edn, Vol. 3, pp. 702-3. 
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built a mosque with a madrasa and a zâwiya in honour of Sïdï M -
Halwï, a saint of Andalusian origin w h o had settled in Tlemcen at the 
beginning of the thirteenth century. T h e finest hours of the Maswär were 
under the reign of A b ü H a m m ü II (1359-89): during the nights of the 
mawlid season, splendid receptions were given for dignitaries and for the 
people, at which the mangana, a monumental clock with moving figures, 
was m u c h admired. H e created a vast collection of religious founda­
tions in the vicinity, including a family mausoleum, a madrasa and a 
zäwiya. A b ü '1-Abbäs (1430-61) built the mausoleum and mosque of 
Sïdï Lahsan, w h o died in 1453. 

Through all its political vicissitudes, Tlemcen never ceased to shine, 
and its wealth seems not to have known any eclipse. T h e opulence of its 

• merchants, both Musl im and Jewish, was based on its flourishing foreign 
trade. Near the Great Mosque, fabrics imported from Europe were stored 
in warehouses and sold in a kaysariyya. Genoese and Venetian merch­
ants had their funduks. Craftsmen were active, producing woollen fabrics, 
rugs, earthenware, harness and embroidered leather. T h e maritime traffic 
passed through Hunayn and Oran. Finally, Tlemcen seemed to supplant 
Marrakesh as the staging post for Saharan trade, which revived some­
what in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Gold and slaves from 
Sijilmasa reached Tlemcen by a route controlled by the Banü Ma'kil. 

The Hafsids 

Bidjäya, the mercantile port, corsair base, intellectual and religious centre 
and at times the capital, was, with Tlemcen, one of the poles of the central 
Maghrib. Its shipyards were supplied with wood and tar from the Kabylia 
forest. Apart from foreigners in transit, occasional sojourners and the Jewish 
and Christian communities, it was inhabited by Kabyle and Andalusian 
people. T h e city appears not to have had any madrasa or zäwiya, whereas 
Constantine, a city of equal size, had several. Furthermore, C o n -
stantine had a large Jewish community and a long-established and 
wealthy bourgeoisie. 

In Eastern Barbary, the Hafsids perpetuated the Almohad order. Their 
kinsmen were grouped under the authority of one bearing the title of 
mazwär al-garäba. Those associated with the exercise of power, chiefly the 
provincial governors, bore the title of amir. Their children, brought up at 
court with those of the sultan and of the chief courtiers, acted as 
sibyän (waiters or pages) and were given a good education. A m o n g the 
palace servants, the renegade Christians w h o had formerly been slaves 
played an increasing role in the military and civil high commands. T h e 
palace steward was a eunuch. T h e clan of the Almohad shaykhs, a 
military aristocracy, included the descendants of the original Almohad 
tribes; all obeyed the al-Muwahhidün shaykh, one of the most powerful 
pillars of the state, appointed for life, and each had at its head a 
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mazwâr.12 T h e 'great shaykhs' were divided into groups: the Three, the 
T e n and the Fifty. ' 3 T h e 'lesser shaykhs' participated in ceremonies. In 
accordance with Almohad egalitarianism, each shaykh, including the sultan, 
was paid the same salary; they also received concessions of real property 
and an annual grant in cash and in kind. Their influence gradually 
decreased - to the advantage of the Andalusians and the freedmen - with 
some spectacular revivals. T h e council (shürä) was composed of Almohads 
and other notables. T h e caliph held m a n y meetings, both public and 
private, and every week held a council of the kâdis and muftis, the jurists 
of the capital. H e assumed personal responsibility for the repression of 
abuses (radd al-mazâlim). 

A s long as they were only Almohad governors, the Hafsids 
appointed as deputy a kätib (a sort of prime minister). A b u Zakariyyä' 
(1228-49) had three viziers: one for the army —. the grand shaykh, or even 
the shaykh of the Almohads - w h o functioned as prime minister; one for 
finance; and one for the chancellor's office. At the end of the thirteenth 
century there emerged the essentially domestic office of chamberlain or 
hâdjib, Spanish in origin and held by Andalusians, whose influence was 
constantly on the increase. In the fourteenth century, the hâdjib became 
prime minister, and Ibn Tafrâgin (1350-64) was a dictator; following him, 
the title remained, but the office became honorary. T h e vizier of finance, 
formerly chosen from the Almohad shaykhs, was thereafter chosen from 
government officials or Andalusians. Starting with A b ü Fáris at the end 
of the fourteenth and the beginning of the fifteenth century, al-munaffid, 
the controller of the expenditure of the royal household, finally gained 
supreme control over finance; after the disappearance of the shaykh of the 
Almohads and the hâdjib in 1462, he took first place in the hierarchy of 
officials, whereas the vizier of finance was relegated to the function of 
treasurer. T h e mazwâr - palace major-domo, usher and chief of the guards 
and servants - managed by the end of the fifteenth century to gain con­
trol of the administration of the army and to rank second after the munaffid. 
T h e Andalusians, w h o had constituted the majority of the scribes, were 
gradually supplanted by Ifrlkiyans. 

Initially, the Almohad shaykhs were in charge of the provinces; in the 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, they gave up this function to local of­
ficials, frequently of servile origin, the ca'ids (kadis). T h e Hafsids selected 
the principal regional governors from among their kinsmen, especially their 
children (in particular, the eldest son was thus called on to serve his 
apprenticeship); to each they assigned an assistant, first known as the 
kâtib and subsequently as the hâdjib. T h e tribal shaykhs were chosen from 

12. 'The term mizmär (or mazwâr) is found early in the histories of the Maghrib in 
connection with Almohad institutions. There it means the head of a faction and the 
corresponding office seems at this time to be often confused with those of the hafiz or the 
muhtasib.' ibid., p. 543. 

13. For the origin of these various groups, see O . Saidi, Chapter 2 above. 
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the members of a family or clan that had gained supremacy and been in¬

vested by the sultan; they commanded the annual troop contingent from

their kablla, collected taxes for the treasury and were granted fiscal and

property concessions.

The army was heterogeneous and included Almohads, nomadic Arabs,
Berbers from the Maghrib or Ifrïkiya, Orientals, Andalusians and Christian

Franks; but the strength of all these was relatively slight compared with

that of the Arabs of Ifrïkiya, whose preponderance was strong. There are
records of an urban militia, an Andalusian militia, a Turkoman force of

mercenaries and a militia of Christian cavalry from Spain or Italy. (The
latter, who made up the sultan's guard, continued to practise their

religion and lived in a suburb of the capital.) In addition, Christian rene¬

gades, for the most part freed slaves, constituted a solid military element.
The generals were often freedmen or renegades. Races for sailing ships,
commissioned by the government or by businessmen, played an important

role. Finding the sea to their taste, the Hafsids no longer thought of re¬

turning to the former capital of Ifrïkiya, Kayra\vän, which had been reduced
to insignificance by the Banû Hiläl invasion. Its old urban population was

diminished, drowned by the Beduin horde that submerged the plains. Its
craftsmen remained active to some degree, due to the produce from pas¬

toral nomads. Numerous zäwiya were founded in the city.

Tunis was a thriving metropolis. The Almohad gasaha or kasaba was

modified by Abu Zakariyya', who converted it into a small governmental

city. Near the Great Mosque of the Zaytüna (see Plate 5.2) he built,
around 1240, a madrasa (al-Samma'iyya) which is the oldest in North

plate 5.2 The Kasaba Mosque at Tunis
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Africa. Beginning in the fifteenth century, some ten others were founded by 
princes and princesses. Zâwiya multiplied in the madina and the suburbs. 
In the port area stood the funduks of the Christian merchants, grouped by 
nationality. In the suburbs, numerous gardens and orchards were main­
tained by Andalusians. Parks and princely residences abounded; the Bardo 
is mentioned as early as 1420. It was at Tunis that the most representative 
character of his time, Ibn Khaldûn (1332-1406), was born. A few details 
from his life and reflections on his times m a y serve as a conclusion to the 
present sketch.14 

The life and times of Ibn Khaldûn 

T h e Khaldûn were Arabs of Yemeni origin, w h o had been settled since 
the conquest of Seville, in which they played a political role. They 
emigrated first to Ceuta and later to Ifnkiya, following the reconquista. 
Ibn Khaldün's ancestor served A b u Zakariyyâ' at Bône. His great­
grandfather was minister of finance to A b u Ishäk and his grandfather was 
successively hadjib to A b u Fans at Bidjâya, prime minister to A b ü 
Hafs, deputy hadjib to A b u 'Asïd and favourite of A b u Yahyä A b ü Bakr. 
His father devoted himself to literature, fikh and piety; he died in the great 
plague of 1349. Ibn Khaldûn, then 17 years of age, had acquired a sound 
intellectual education in Tunis; he had had the advantage of instruction 
by the scholars w h o had flocked there at the time of the Marinid invasion 
(1347-9). T h e following year he was appointed writer Caluma) to A b ü 
Ishäk II. Then , when the amir of Constantine invaded Ifnkiya, he fled to 
the west, at the start of a varied career, fertile in volte-faces and in­
trigues. After entering the service of the Marinid A b u cInän at Fez he 
completed his education, but joined in a conspiracy and was imprisoned 
for two years (1357-8). H e then became secretary of the chancellor's office 
and eulogist to A b u Salïm and was thereafter appointed judge of the 
mazâlin. Following certain intrigues, he left to spend a few years in 
Granada, where he was welcomed by his friend the vizier, Ibn al-
Hatîb; he was placed in charge of an embassy to Peter the Cruel in 
Seville in 1364. T h e following year found him as hadjib to the Hafsid ruler 
of Bidjâya, w h o was shortly afterwards overthrown by his cousin of 
Constantine, to w h o m Ibn Khaldûn surrendered the city in 1366. H e soon 
had to take refuge with the Dawäwida Arabs and then with the Banü 
M u z n ï of Biskra. H e declined the offer of the sultan of Tlemcen, A b u 
H a m m ü II, to engage him as hädjib, stating that he wanted to devote 
himself to study; in fact he did so without relinquishing politics. H e 
promoted the alliance between the Hafsid ruler of Tunis and the c A b d 
al-Wadid ruler of Tlemcen against the Hafsid ruler of Bidjâya, and later 
recruited Arabs for the Marinid ruler of Fez. 

14. See also Chapter 4. 
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After countless new tribulations in the central Maghrib, Fez and 
Granada, w e find Ibn Khaldün at Tlemcen in 1375, where the sultan, 
A b ü H a m m ü II, entrusted him with a mission to the Dawäwida. H e took 
the opportunity to go into retreat at Akl'a Ibn Saläma, near Tiaret, where 
for four years he worked on his famous Mukaddima. T o continue his work, 
he needed to gather documentation and obtained permission from the 
Hafsid to return to Tunis in December 1378, where he both taught and 
completed the draft of his History, a copy of which he offered to the 
sultan. A cabal directed by the jurist Ibn 'Arafa prompted him to under­
take the pilgrimage to Mecca in 1382. H e spent the remainder of his life 
in Cairo, where he taught and officiated on several occasions as the 
Mälikite Grand kadi. H e was in Damascus a few years before his death, 
when it was besieged by Tamerlane, and thus had the opportunity to 
come into contact with the Mongol conqueror. T h e work of Ibn Khaldün, 
however, was nurtured by his experience in the Maghrib from which he 
was inspired to draw conclusions of astonishing originality. 

T h e Mukaddima is the fruit of his prodigious reflections on fifty years 
of observation and experience. In drawing up this treatise on historical 
epistemology, he was conscious of founding 'a new science', the history 
of civilization. His intention was to understand and explain the way in 
which facts obey certain laws and to elaborate a philosophy of history. 
H e considered two fundamental factors: ways of life and tribalism. H e 
contrasted primitive nomadic life with civilized city life. T h e former, resting 
essentially on kabila and group consciousness Çasabiyya), was a living force 
founding new empires and continually threatening established states; the 
latter first blossomed, then withered and finally disappeared beneath the 
impact of a new n o m a d force. For him, the consequences of the Banü 
Hiläl invasion and the great plague had so profoundly upset the life of the 
Musl im West that he spoke of a 'new world'. His cyclical view of evolution 
is neither pessimistic nor optimistic, but founded on the nature of things as 
he observed them. This also applies to his theory that sovereignty lasts for 
only four generations. 

W h a t strikes one about Ibn Khaldûn's thought is its realism, its lack 
of preconceived ideas and its scientific determination: in short, its 
modernity. O n e can understand w h y this inspired philosopher of 
history has been regarded as a precursor of 'total' history, of social 
economics, even of modern sociology and historical materialism, although, 
on the other hand, w e find in him m a n y traits peculiar to a m a n of his 
time and environment. It is sacrilege to insist on interpreting anachron-
istically such a monument , built with such a sense of proportion, 
maintaining a constant balance between a realism which was based on 
observation and a rationalism which explained and deduced ineluctable 
laws. His Universal History (Kitáb al-'Ibar) does not apply the method 
recommended in his 'Introduction to the profession of historian'; unlike 
traditional Musl im Arab chronicles, it studies first the history of the Arab 
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kabïlas and their dynasties, and then that of the Berber tribes and their 
kingdoms. For the period closest to the author, it constitutes the funda­
mental documentary source. ' s 

15. Ibn Khaldun. French transi, in J. Cuoq, 1975. 
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Mali and the second 
Mandingo expansion 

D. T. N I A N E 

T h e Mandingo are composed of a number of groups and subgroups scat­
tered throughout the Sudan-Sahel zone, from the Atlantic to the Air, 
with deep projections into the forests of the Bight of Benin. At the 
beginning of the twelfth century, the Mandingo habitat was m u c h less 
extensive. At the high point of the Ghana empire, at the end of the 
eleventh century, three major groups can be distinguished: the Soninke 
(Sarakolle), the founders of Ghana, w h o basically inhabited the provinces 
of W a g a d u (Auker), Bakhanu and Kaniaga; the Soso to the south, at the 
foot of the Kulikoro mountains, with the city of Soso as capital; and 
still farther south, the Malinke of the country called M a n d e or Manding 
on the upper basin of the Niger, between Kangaba and Siguiri. T h e 
Soninke, w h o are also called Marka or Wakore (Wangara), were the 
founders of the Ghana empire, which was the first manifestation of M a n ­
dingo expansion.1 According to M a h m u d Ka'ti in the Td'rikh al-fattäsh, 
'the Mali empire was set up only after the fall of the Kayamagha dynasty, 
whose power extended over the entire western region, including every 
province'.2 W h e n Ghana fell under the repeated attacks of the Almoravids, 
the Soninke had already spilled out of their native Wagadu and mixed with 
the populations along the banks of the Niger, where they created new settle­
ments. T h e search for gold had led them far south towards the edge of the 
forests. It is believed that the town of Jenne - which reached its zenith in the 
fifteenth century - was founded by Soninke traders, probably well before 
the arrival of the Arabs. 

Here w e must digress for a few paragraphs about the development of 
Jenne. In recent years more and more has been learnt about the city and its 
surroundings; the ancient site of the town, called 'Jenne-Jeno', has been 

i. T h e word Wangara (spelt Ouangara in French) is used by the Fulani and the Hausa 
to describe the Mandingo. Wangara and Wakore have the same origin, although Wakore 
is more generally used for the Soninke or Sarakolle. In the Ivory Coast forests, the M a n ­
dingo are called Dioula, which means 'trader' in Malinke. Wangara and Dioula are 
synonyms and refer particularly to those Mandingo engaged in trade. 

2. From M a h m u d Ka'ti, French transi. 1964. ' 
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besieged by archaeologists and the results have proved that the develop­
ment of the city was not due to the trans-Saharan trade conducted by the 
Arabs from the ninth and tenth centuries onward. In point of fact, the 
oldest settlement of Jenne-Jeno goes back to the third century before 
the Christian era; it was created by farming peoples, along with herdsmen 
and iron-workers.3 Outside Nigeria (the Bauchi plateau), the old town of 
Jenne-Jeno is the only place in West Africa with evidence of metal-
working at that date. Rice was cultivated in the region from the first cen­
tury of the Christian era, so the cultivation of the African variety (Oryza 
glaberrima) goes back at least that far; this definitely disproves the theory 
that it came from Asia. Jenne-Jeno was a major city with outlying farm­
ing hamlets around that period, in touch with the string of larger 
villages along the banks of the Niger and the Bani.4 Trans-
Saharan trade existed around the year 500, for copper objects of that date 
have been found at Jenne-Jeno: these could only have come from the 
Saharan mines at Takedda. At about that date, the city attained its largest 
area, some 34 hectares; archaeological excavations in 1977 showed that 
Jenne had heavily populated suburbs. 

W h e n and why did people leave Jenne-Jeno to settle in Jenne? It is 
probable that the Musl im nucleus of traders in the old town preferred to 
separate themselves from the mass of pagans. By about the year 800, the 
city was already a very important commercial centre, in touch with the 
countries of the savannah and the Sahel. Like Igbo-Ukwu on the Niger 
delta, Jenne was a major importer of copper, which it exchanged in the 
south for gold, kola nuts and ivory.5 T h e discovery of copper at Jenne 
and Igbo-Ukwu dating from before the eighth century prove that the 
Arabs were responsible only for a wider extension of trans-Saharan trade. 
T h e commercial activities of the Wangara or Dioula preceded the coming 
of the Arabs; war and trade allowed them to expand their influence greatly 
in all directions. 

After the fall of K o u m b i Säleh at the end of the eleventh century, w e 
enter a period about which little is known. Between the capture of K o u m b i 
by the Almoravids around 1076 and the victory of Sundiata in 1235, the 
birth date of Mali, w e have few written sources on the western Sudan. 
T h e second Mandingo expansion corresponded with the emergence of Mali 
(see Fig. 6.1). F rom their base on the upper Niger, the Malinke clans made 
war as far as the Atlantic coast in the west. They settled in Senegambia; 
Mandingo traders in the fourteenth century introduced Islam into Hausa 

3. See R . J. Mcintosh and S. K . Mcintosh, 1981. 
4. Archaeology confirms the statement of the Ta'rikh al Sudan that the region of 

Jenne was so populated and the villages so close to each other that the king's orders 
were called out from the top of the ramparts and transmitted by criers from one village to 
another. The silt deposited by the two rivers was extremely fertile and good for rice culture. 

5. See Chapter 14, pp. 361-6 below on Igbo-Ukwu. 
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country and further south, striking deep into the forest areas, where they 
went to buy valuable kola nuts and gold from peoples untouched by Islam. 
This Mandingo expansion was both warlike and peaceful. Its agents among 
the Hausa and in the south were the merchants and marabouts; to the 
west, in Senegambia, warlike conquest came first, only to be followed by 
large numbers of traders and marabouts, so that the western provinces 
became an extension of old M a n d e . T h e Mandingo empire began to decline 
in the fifteenth century. Even so, the expansion towards the south con­
tinued and the Malinke founded a number of trading centres, among the 
most important being Begho in the Bron or Akan country, particularly rich 
in gold. 

This study aims to identify the beginnings of the expansion and its 
development from the thirteenth to the fourteenth century, and will also 
attempt to distinguish the fundamental elements of Mandingo civilization. 
First, however, two questions must be answered, (a) W h a t was the situation 
of the western Sudan at the beginning of the twelfth century? (b) H o w did 
the people and kingdoms of the region appear after the fall of Koumbi? 

Kingdoms and provinces of the western 
Sudan in the twelfth century 
K o u m b i Säleh, the capital of Ghana, fell to the Almoravids in 1076. W e 
know little about the history of the Sudan in the twelfth century; after 
the valuable information supplied by al-Bakrî around 1068, there is a large 
gap until 1154, when the reports of the geographer al-Idrïsï were written. 

N o n e the less, since the West African states achieved independence, w e 
have begun with the help of the oral traditions collected to learn something 
of the internal history of Ghana after the fall of K o u m b i . 6 T h e 
Sudanese Ta'rikhs in the twelfth century, based on oral traditions, include 
important sections on the western Sudan in general. Archaeology adds 
more and more significant contributions: the sites of K o u m b i , Awdaghust 
and Niani have been centres of excavation for twenty years and have fur­
nished a rich harvest of facts that confirm most of the oral traditions.7 

Takrür 

T h e most important provinces, such as M a n d e (Manding) and Takrür, had 
thrown off Ghana's domination as early as the middle of the eleventh 
century.8 Wardjabi, king of Takrür, had taken an active part as a Muslim 
convert in the holy war launched by the Almoravids; his son, Labi or Laba, 

6. D . Sylla, 1975. 
7. D . Robert, S. Robert and J. Dévisse, 1970. 
8. Al-Idrïsï, French transí., 1866; also Ibn Sa'ïd in J. Cuoq, 1975. 
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plate 6. i Koumbi Sâleh: excavation showingparts ofa mosque built between the i oth and 14th
centuries

continued this alliance with the Almoravids and fought beside them against
the Godala in 1056.9 Takrür controlled the Senegal river, with a virtual

monopoly on the gold of Galam, and for a time replaced Koumbi as
a trading centre. Al-Idrîsï presents Takrür as a powerful kingdom in the

twelfth century, whose authority over the Senegal river was unquestioned.
It annexed the city of Barissa, and also controlled the salt-mines of

Aoulil. After Ghana, Takrür was the kingdom best known to the Arabs

in the twelfth century. Its traders had outstripped those of Ghana, who
were hampered by the civil war which ravaged the Soninke provinces of

Wagadu, Bakhunu, Kaniaga and Mema. The Senegal, which was navigable
up to Gondiouru (region of Kayes), was a convenient means of com¬

munication used by merchants from Takrür to exchange the salt of Aoulil
for gold beyond Barissa.10

It becomes more and more apparent that the zenith ofTakrür was some¬

where between the end of the eleventh century and the middle of the

twelfth century. Before the emergence of Soso and Mali, Takrür took
the lead economically. Thus it is not surprising that the Arabs gave the

9. The Godala or Gdala formed part of the Sanhaja Kafila Berbers, who lived in the
Sahara.

10. Al-Idrïsï, loe. cit.; see also Ibn Said, loc. cit., pp. 201-5.
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plate 6.2 Toguéré Galia: general view of the butt intersected by the River Bani, taken

from the west

plate 6.3 Toguéré Galia: excavation showing three funeral urns in situ. Post Period II

(1600-?)
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plate 6.4 Toguéré

Doupwil: section C

showing a funeral urn
in situ. The cover is

sealed with a clay roll.

Period I (i3th-i4th

century?)

plate 6.5 Toguéré

Doupwil: section C

showing the contents of

a funeral urn in situ.

An adult, thought to be

male, in crouching

position. Period I

(13th-1 4th century?)
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name of Takrür to the entire western Sudan. T h e towns of Sangana, 
Takrür and Sylla were frequented by Berber Arab traders;11 the fall of 
Koumb i did not interrupt the gold trade, but rather the reverse. Takrür, 
which temporarily filled the vacuum left by Koumb i , was described by 
al-Bakrï as a metropolis including, like K o u m b i , a Berber Arab quarter. 
T h e kingdom was, however, content to spread its influence through the 
Senegal river basin, without taking part in the struggle for supremacy that 
set the Soninke and Malinke against the Soso. 

T h e Songhay 

Ghana did not extend its domination over Songhay. This ancient kingdom 
had established relations with the Maghrib early on; its kings, con­
verted to Islam around I O I O , attracted Berber Arab writers and traders 
to Kükya and Gao. '2 It was towards the end of the eleventh century that 
the Songhay went up the Niger river from Kükya to the Dendi to occupy 
the Niger Bend. They moved their capital from Kükya to Gao. Around i ioo 
(at the end of the fifth century of the Hegira) Timbuktu was founded by the 
Tuareg Magcharen. According to the Tà'rïkh al-Südän, 'They came into 
these countries to pasture their herds . . . At first, travellers by land met 
seafarers there."3 T h e Songhay soon occupied the whole of the Niger 
Bend; their presence in Timbuktu made that new centre an important cross­
roads for trade. The kings of Gao were also determined to play a poli­
tical role in the region; their progress toward the inner delta of the Niger 
illustrated that policy. But their time had not yet come. 

T h e Soninke provinces 

The capture of Koumb i provoked a series of wars and population move­
ments among the Soninke. Before it fell to the Almoravids, K o u m b i had 
sheltered m a n y Muslim believers among its merchants; al-Bakrï tells us of 
one close to the king w h o was converted to Islam: 'The city of 
Aluken . . . has a ruler called Canmer, son of Beci (the king). It is said 

il. Al-Bakrï, al-Idrîsï and Ibn Said cite the towns of Takrür, Sangana and Sylla, but 
no important research has been undertaken to locate the sites of these towns buried under 
the desert or destroyed by wars. The translation of al-Bakrfs book is an old one; looking at it 
again it is possible today to decipher the names of places and people. The towns of 
Sangana, Takrür and Barissa, however, have not yet been located along the Senegal. 

12. See Volume III, Chapter 3. King Za-Kosoi became a Muslim in I O I O ; see 
al-Sa'dï, French transi. 1964, p. 5. Al-Bakrï mentions Kügha or Gao, 'whose inhabitants 
are Muslim. T h e goods brought there are mostly salt, cowries, copper and spurge.' F rom 
J. Cuoq (ed.), 1975, p. 365. 

13. Translated from al-Sa'dï, loc. cit., pp. 36-7. 
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he is Musl im but hides his religion.'14 W e must not forget that as early 
as the eighth century Ghana had had trade relations with the Maghrib. 
Berber Arab Muslims had important positions in the court;15 but the mass 
of the people generally remained true to their ancient religion. Complex 
struggles set one province against another and, within each of them, one 
clan against another. 

T h e central province of W a g a d u was torn by civil strife; certain groups 
of Soninke, w h o had remained faithful to the ancient rites, fled and settled 
in the province of M e m a ; '6 similar struggles divided the inhabitants of 
Kaniaga. M a h m u d Ka'ti writes: 

There was in Kaniaga an old and important city which had been 
established earlier at Zara and which served as the capital; it was 
called Sain D e m b a ; it was the main city of the people of Diafunu, 
w h o are called Diafununke. It had existed since the time of the K a y -
amagha and was ruined when they fell, in the course of the troubles 
which followed. 

It was after the destruction of the Kayamagha empire that Zara was 
built. S o m e of the inhabitants of the empire emigrated to Kussata 
and are called Kussa. T h e others went to Zara; they were conquered 
by the Kaniaga Faren, w h o seized their kingdom and subjugated the 
Arabs w h o belonged to it as far as Tututi, Tichit and Takanaka.17 

T h e kingdom of Zara (Diara) took part in the struggles for domination and 
came into conflict with the Soso, then in full expansion. 

Soso supremacy 
This supremacy lasted a very short time, from 1180 to 1230. At the end 
of the twelfth century the Soso people, under the Kante dynasty, rose 
against the Muslims. 

T h e Soso 

The Soso were part of the Malinke group; according to tradition the site 
of their capital, Soso, was in the region of Kulikoro, in the mountains 
about 80 k m north of Bamako. '8 But up to the present day there has been 

14. Translated from al-Bakrï, loe. cit., p. 335. 
15. See Volume III, Chapter 3. 
16. N . Levtzion, 1973, pp. 46-9; C . Monteil, 1929, p. 353. 
17. Translated from M a h m u d Ka'ti, loc. cit., pp. 70-1; see also C . Meillassoux, L . D o u -

couré and D . Simagha, 1967, p. 9, on the Kussa. 
18. The city of Soso gave its name to the people. The Soso were a faction of the 

Malinke, the only difference being that the Malinke and their kings were favourable to 
Islam, whereas the Soso were distinguished by their hostility toward the new religion and 
their attachment to ancestral traditions. 
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no research to try to identify the ruins, as has been done for Ghana and 
Mali. In fact, the Soso were only a Malinke clan, w h o specialized in iron 
work. F rom the middle of the thirteenth century, this clan of smiths showed 
a clear desire to reject Islam and to take over the region of Soninke.19 

According to legend, the Soninke clan of the Diarisso gained its in­
dependence from Ghana even before the fall of Koumb i ; the Kante took 
over in Soso and Kaniaga and founded a dynasty. T h e Soso king 
K e m o k o unified Kaniaga and Soso into a single kingdom towards the end 
of the twelfth century; his son, Sumaguru (or Soumaoro) Kante 
succeeded him and continued his career of conquest. 

S u m a g u r u Kante 

Mandingo oral traditions recount the warlike feats of Sumaguru Kante 
(1200-35).20 According to these traditions, after he had conquered the 
Soninke provinces, Sumaguru attacked M a n d e , whose kings put up a fierce 
resistance. Sumaguru is said to have 'broken' or sacked M a n d e nine times. 
Each time, the Malinke reformed their armies and led a counter-attack.21 

After the death of King Nare Fa Maghan , his eldest son, Mansa D a n -
karan Turnan, felt it would be wiser to make peace with the Soso. T o 
mark his allegiance, he gave his sister, Princess Nana Triban, in marriage 
to Sumaguru. T h e rule of the Soso extended over all the provinces once 
controlled by Ghana, with the exception of Manding. Oral traditions 
emphasize Sumaguru's cruelty; he created a reign of terror in Manding 
so that 'men did not dare to meet in parley for fear that the wind 
might carry their words to the king'. Sumaguru impressed people as m u c h 
by his military force as by his magical power; he was feared as a 
magician or sorcerer, and was called the Sorcerer King.22 H e is supposed 

19. Levtzion, 1973, p. 51. 
20. T h e chronology of Mali has been established by Delafosse on the basis of the 

length of reigns as stated by Ibn KhaldCn; it is only a relative chronology, 
whose cut-off point is the start of the reign of M a g h a m III in 1390, mentioned 
by Ibn Khaldfln. w h o finished his History shortly after that date. 

21. For the legend of Sumaguru, see M . Delafosse, 1913; C . Monteil, op. cit.; D . T . 
Niane, i960; Premier colloque international de Bamako, 1975; G . Innés (ed.), 1974. 

22. See Premier colloque international de Bamako, 1975. A tradition gathered by S C O A 
Foundation researchers from W a Kamissoko, a griot of Kirina, says that at first Sumaguru 
only wanted to drive out the Soninke slave traders from his kingdom. But the 
Malinke rejected the Soso proposals. It is said to be possible still to gather reliable 
information on this period by studying the secret societies, the brotherhoods of hunters, 
w h o are the depositaries of unofficial traditions, like the descendants oî griots w h o served 
the princes of Mali. Note: the French word griot has been retained here for the 
traditional minstrel (dieli in Bambara), although it is in some respects misleading. For a 
full account of the functions of the dieli\griot, and a translator's caveat, see A . Hampaté 
Bâ, in Volume I, Chapter 8, especially pp. 187-92. 
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to have invented the balafone (xylophone) and the dan, a four-string guitar 
used by the hunters' griot, or praise singer. 

Another face of Sumaguru emerges from inquiries among the Kante 
smiths: it seems that Sumaguru wanted to suppress the Soninke slave 
trade, carried on with the connivance of the Malinke. In any case, he was 
clearly a ferocious opponent of Islam, who conquered and executed nine 
kings. The exactions of the Sorcerer King caused the 'Mandinka' to 
revolt yet once more. They appealed to Mansa Dankaran Turnan of M a n d e 
to take c o m m a n d , but fearing Sumaguru's reprisals he fled south to the 
forest, where he founded Kisidugu, the 'city of salvation', leaving a power 
vacuum. T h e insurgents then appealed to Sundiata, the second son of 
Nare Fa Maghan , who was living in exile in M e m a . 2 3 Before discussing the 
wars and victories of the young prince, let us sketch a portrait of M a n d e , 
the heart of the Mali empire.24 

Mande before Sundiata 

Written sources 

Al-Bakrï was the first to mention Mali, which he called Malel, and the 
kingdom of D o in the twelfth century. 

The A d j e m m blacks, called Nungharmata [Wangara] are traders and 
transport gold dust from Irseni to other countries. Facing this city, 
on the other bank of the river [Senegal], is a great kingdom extending 
over eight days' journey, whose sovereign has the title of D o u [Do]. 
The people go into battle armed with arrows. Beyond this country is 
another called Malel, whose king has the title al-Muslimani.25 

A century later, al-Idrîsï repeats al-Bakrrs information and adds interest­
ing details. According to him, south of Barissa (the Irseni of al-Bakrï) there 
was the country of the L e m - L e m , which was raided by the people of Takrür 
and Ghana in search of slaves. T h e Arab geographer mentions two cities, 
Malel and D o , which were four days' march apart.26 

23. Niane, op. cit. 
24. In the present study, in order to avoid confusion, the word ' M a n d e ' is used to 

designate the original Malinke nucleus. T h e term 'Mandingo' denotes all the people w h o 
are linguistically related to the Soninke and Malinke. Under different names, there are 
Mande-speakers in Guinea, Mali, Senegal, Guinea-Bissau, Ivory Coast, Upper Volta, 
Liberia and Sierra Leone, etc. This expansion from a central nucleus took place 
between the twelfth and the nineteenth centuries. 

25. Translated from al-Bakrï, loe. cit., p. 33. In the same passage he describes the 
circumstances under which the king of M a n d e was converted by a Muslim guest w h o lived 
in the king's court. 

26. Al-Idrïsï, loe. cit., p. 132. 
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T h e two authors describe two political entities, Malel or M a n d and D o ; 
both speak of Wangara traders. It is interesting to note that al-Idrïsï speaks 
of the people of Ghana and Takrür as participants in raids on the 
pagans to take prisoners and sell them as slaves; in the same passage, 
al-Idrïsï notes that the L e m - L e m marked their faces with stigmata or 
scarifications; many of the details he gives apply to the population of Upper 
Niger and Senegal.27 

Oral sources 

These sources tell us something of the internal history of the region; they 
have been collected in the whole savannah region over two decades. There 
are many centres or 'schools' of oral tradition in Mandingo country, includ­
ing Keyla near Kangaba, which was run by the griots of the Diabate clan: 
Niagassola, Djelibakoro, Keita and Fadama (see Fig. 6.i).28 T h e traditions 
taught in these schools, which are run by 'Masters of the W o r d ' or Belen-
Tigui, are variants on the corpus of Mali history, centred on the person of 
Sundiata. Give or take a few details, the essential points about the origins 
of Mali and the military exploits of the founder of the empire are found 
again and again, from school to school. 

These sources confirm the initial existence of two separate kingdoms, 
that of D o and that of Kiri, or M a n d e , the name which was later used 
for the entire Malinke country. T h e kingdom of D o or Dodugu was 
inhabited by the Conde clan, and the Konate and Keita occupied the 
country of Kiri (Mande) to the south. T h e Cámara clan had two prin­
cipal cities, Sibi and Tabon, and gradually conquered the right bank of 
the Niger river; the Traore clan occupied a part of Kiri, but most of them 
lived in the province which was later called Gangaran. 

T h e powerful Dodugu kingdom had twelve towns, whose names are not 
reported by oral tradition. T h e right bank of the Niger (or Bako or 

27. Delafosse, op. cit.; C . Monteil, op. cit., pp. 320-35. Malel or Mali is the word used 
for the nucleus of the Malinke w h o went on to create the Mali empire. 

28. Situated 10 k m from the village of Kangaba in the Republic of Mali, Keyla is 
the village of the griots w h o preserve the oral traditions of the Keita royal family. T h e 
Diabate clan of Keyla organizes every seven years a ceremonial rebuilding of the roof of 
the museum-hut or Kamablon of Kagaba. During the ceremonies marking this rite, the 
Diabate clan recites the history of Sundiata and the origin of the Mali empire. Kita is 
another centre of oral tradition. Massa M a k a n Diabate, of the great griot family of the 
region, has collected and transcribed the accounts of his uncle, the famous Kele Monzón ; 
see M . Diabate, 1970. A centre of oral tradition, run by the Conde griots, exists at 
Fadama on the Niandan, and another at Djelibakoro, both in Guinea. Oral traditions can 
also be collected at Niani, the little Keita village located on the site of the former capital 
(Guinea). In Senegambia the griots teach history; but in addition to the saga of Sundiata, 
great importance is given to Tiramaghan Traore, Sundiata's general, w h o conquered these 
regions and is considered to be the founder of the kingdom of G a b u , between Gambia 
and the Rio Grande. 
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BURE I- Provinces 
B A K O J 

• Niani, Soso: capitals and kingdoms 

(Z3 Bamako, Kankan, Siguiri: modern towns 

FIG. 6.1 Old Manding (D. T. Niane) 
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Mani) had four towns.29 Thus, the historical traditions of the country 
confirm the evidence of the written accounts, that there were at least two 
kingdoms, D o and Malel (or Kiri in the oral tradition). Malel brought 
unity and the name D o disappeared. Al-Bakrï says that the king of Malel 
was converted to Islam before the fall of K o u m b i , and Ibn 
Khaldûn provides the name of the king, Beremundana or Seremundana.30 

H e m a y be identified with a Mansa Beremun in the list of Mandingo 
kings collected at Kita by Massa Makan Diabaté.31 All the little kingdoms 
of the upper Niger were unified by the kings of the Keita clan during the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries. According to Ibn Khaldûn, King Bere­
mundana was converted to Islam and made a pilgrimage to Mecca. W e m a y 
suppose that by this time D o and Kiri had merged into a single kingdom, 
or else that 'Malel' was powerful enough for the king to undertake the 
journey to Mecca. 

The Keita, who founded Mali, believed that they were descendants of 
Bilali Bunama (or Bilal Ibn Babah), the faithful servant of the Prophet 
M u h a m m a d and first muezzin of the Muslim community, whose son, 
Lawalo, settled in Manding and founded there the city of Kiri or K i . 3 2 

Lawalo had a son, Latal Kalabi, whose son was Lahilatul Kalabi. T h e 
latter was the first M a n d e king to make the pilgrimage to Mecca. His 
grandson, M a m a d i Kani, was a 'master hunter' who expanded the Keita 
kingdom over D o , Kiri, Bako and Buri. Most of these kings were mighty 
hunters; in fact, it is likely that the first military force of the M a n d e 
consisted of hunters.33 In Malinke country, until very recently, the 
hunters constituted a closed circle, and were believed to know many 
secrets of the bush and the forest. The title of simbon, or master hunter, 
was m u c h sought after. T h e hunters, according to tradition, were the 
first defenders of the village communities. Mamad i Kani grouped them 

29. There is a verbal refrain: 
D o ni Kiri 
Dodugu tan nifla 
Bako dugu nani 

which means ' D o and Kiri, country of twelve towns: Bako, kingdom of four towns'. 
C . Monteil, op. cit., pp. 320-1, believes the two kingdoms were northern Mali and 
southern Mali; the latter developed under Sundiata into the empire of Mali. The cradle 
of the Keita is in the mountains of Mande, around the towns of Dakadiala, Narena and 
Kiri. Even today a province of the region of Siguiri (Guinea) is called Kende (Mande). 
Mali is the Fulani version of the name Mande; Mellit is the Berber variant. 

30. Ibn Khaldûn. in J. Cuoq, 1975. 
31. Diabaté, op. cit. 
32. See Levtzion, 1973, pp. 53-61; C . Monteil, op. cit., pp. 345-6. The 

adoption of Muslim ancestors from the Orient was common practice in the courts of 
the Sudan. It is worth noting that the Keita did not claim a white ancestor but rather 
an Abyssinian black, Bilal Ben Rabah. Ki means work; Kele Monson sings of the 
origin of Kiri and praises work: 'In the beginning, there was work.' See Diabaté, op. cit., 
p. 9. 

33. Niane, op. cit., pp. 14-17. 

129 



Africa from the Twelfth to the Sixteenth Century 

together into an army, calling on all the clans - Cámara, Keita, Konate 
and Traore. T h e reign of Mamad i Kani can be dated around the 
beginning of the twelfth century. H e had four sons, one of w h o m was 
Simbon Bamari Tagnogokelin, whose son was Mbali Nene. The great-
grandson of the latter, M a g h a n K o n Fatta or Farako Maghan Kegni or Nare 
Fa Maghan, was the father of Sundiata, the conquering founder of the Mali 
empire. Maghan K o n Fatta ruled at the beginning of the thirteenth century; 
the Soso were then at the height of their expansion under the Kante 
dynasty. After his death, his eldest son, Mansa Dankaran Turnan, ascen­
ded the throne, but Sumaguru, king of Soso, annexed M a n d e . 

Tradition has it that sixteen kings preceded Sundiata on the throne.34 

The lists of his predecessors differ from school to school; the one supplied 
by Kele Monzón of Kita includes a Mansa Beremun, as we have seen, 
w h o can easily be identified with the Beremundana of Ibn Khaldün. T h e 
oral traditions of Siguiri give the name of Lahilatul Kalabi as the first king 
of M a n d e to make the pilgrimage to Mecca. In any event, all the traditions 
agree that the first kings were master hunters or simbon, and they all 
emphasize the early introduction of Islam to M a n d e . 

The hunters played a primary role in the origins of Mali; Sundiata's 
mother was given in marriage to Maghan K o n Fatta by the hunters of 
the Traore clan.35 T h e members of these clans controlled a vast 
region, Gangaran, north-west of Bure, which was annexed to M a n d e 
shortly before the reign of Farako Maghan Kegni. 

T h e gathering of the Malinke clans 

During the reign of Mansa Dankaran Turnan, the Malinke rose once again 
against Sumaguru. W h e n the king fled, as we have seen, they called upon 
his brother Sundiata. T h e war between Manding and Soso took place 
between 1220 and 1235. 

Achievements of Sundiata 
It is probable that, if Ibn Battüta in 1353 and Ibn Khaldün in 1376 had 
not mentioned the great conqueror in their writings, European his­
torians would have gone on regarding Sundiata as a mythical or legendary 
ancestor, so great is the part attributed to him by oral tradition in the 
history of Mali. 

The most powerful of these monarchs was the one w h o subjected 
the Soussou [Soso], occupied their city, and took over supreme 
authority from them. H e was called Mari-Diata. With them the word 

34. ibid. 
35. Y . Cissé, 1964, pp. 175-6. 
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'Mari' means amir and 'Diata' means lion. This king, whose gen­
ealogy we have not discovered, reigned twenty years, I have been 
told.36 

Ibn Khaldün's information was sound. H e was also the only writer ofthat 
period to mention the Soso, w h o were supreme in the Soninke-
Malinke area. 

But what else do we know of Sundiata? Literature tells us little, but 
oral tradition enlarges upon his notable activities.37 H e had a difficult 
childhood and was crippled for a long time, so that his mother, Sogolon 
Conde, was mocked by the other wives of the king. W h e n he began to 
walk he became the leader of his age-group; persecuted by Dankaran 
Turnan, he had to flee with his mother and brother, M a n d e Bugari 
(Abubakar).38 This exile, or nieni na bori, lasted many years. N o Malinke 
chief dared offer them refuge, so he went to Ghana and was well 
received at Koumb i ; but it was at M e m a that he settled with his mother 
and brother. T h e king of M e m a , Mansa Tunkara or M e m a Farin 
Tunkara, appreciated the courage of the young Diata and gave him 
important responsibilities. It was at M e m a that the Mandingo messengers 
found him; the king gave him a force of soldiers and he returned to 
Mande . 

T h e battle of Kirina 

The news of Sundiata's coming aroused great enthusiasm in the ranks 
of the Malinke. Every clan had formed its own army and the prin­
cipal generals, such as Tabon -Wana (Tabon Ghana), were of the same age-
group as Sundiata. Tabon Ghana or W a n a was chief of one part of the 
Cámara clan, and his cousin, Kamadian Cámara of Sibi (between 
Siguiri and Kangaba), was chief of another. Faony Conde, Siara K u m a n , 
Konate and Tiraman, all generals, agreed to work together for a c o m m o n 
cause. The meeting with Sundiata took place on the plain of Sibi. The 
alliance was sealed and Sundiata took operational command. 

The Cámara, from the villages of Niani, Selegugu and Tigan, on the 

36. Translated from Ibn Khaldün. loe. cit., p. 344. 
37. Since the appearance of Soundjata, ou l'épopée mandingue, the collection of oral 

tradition has been systematic. Cf. Innés, op. cit., w h o has gathered three versions of 
Sundiata's life in Senegambia. See also S. M . Cissoko, 1981a and 1981b, and M . Ly-Tall, 
1977 and i98i;SCOASeminars 1975,1977,1980; Senghor Foundation Seminar on 'The Oral 
Traditions of Kaabu' , 1980. 

38. Niane, op. cit., pp. 56-73. With few exceptions, the Sundiata saga of the different 
'schools' is in agreement on essential matters: his difficult childhood, his exile in M e m a , 
the sending of emissaries to find him, his return, the alliance and oath of the clan 
leaders, the defeat and disappearance of Sumaguru and the proclamation of Sundiata as 
mansa. 
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right bank of the Niger, had been the first to revolt and, under the leader­
ship of M a n s a Kara N o r o , n o w put up a strong resistance against 
S u m a g u r u , whose victory over M a n i was due to Fakoli, his nephew and 
general-in-chief. It was a fierce battle, for M a n s a Kara Noro's a rmy wore 
iron armour; but his queen betrayed h im to Fakoli. 

T o celebrate this victory S u m a g u r u organized great festivities in M a n i , 
in the course of which he quarrelled with Fakoli. Attracted by the 
culinary skill of Keleya K o n k o n , his nephew's wife, S u m a g u r u stole her 
from h im. T h e outraged Fakoli, by w a y of revenge, crossed the Niger with 
his a rmy and joined the allies gathered at Sibi. S u m a g u r u had thus lost 
his best lieutenant; but he attacked immediately, and after two in­
decisive battles the Malinke took courage. There was a decisive encounter 
at Kirina, a village difficult to locate, since oral tradition says it is a 
recent foundation. Sumaguru 's a rmy was numerous, though it is difficult 
to suggest any figure. A m o n g his generals was Jolofing M a n s a , king of 
Jolof and chief of the Tunkara of Kita, reputed to be a great magician. 
Sumaguru 's cavalry was famous; its charge was irresistible. 

But Sundiata's troops were full of enthusiasm, and the leader of the 
allies displayed great confidence. His sister, N a n a Triban, w h o had been 
forced to marry S u m a g u r u , had managed to escape from Soso and joined 
Sundiata, with Baila Fasseke, griot to the Keita royal family, w h o n o w 
held the key to Sumaguru 's strength. Mag ic entered into everything in 
ancient Africa. S u m a g u r u was invulnerable to iron, and his tana or totem 
was a white cockspur. H e knew, since the flight of his wife and the griot, 
that his secret was n o w revealed. W h e n he m a d e his appearance on the 
battlefield he was downcast, and lacked the proud bearing that inspires 
an a rmy . But he mastered his anxiety, and the battle began. T h e Soso 
were completely routed, and Sundiata pursued his e n e m y to Kulikoro, al­
though he did not succeed in capturing h im. H e marched on the town 
of Soso and razed it to the ground. 

T h e victory at Kirina was not just a military success for the allies; it 
also sealed the alliance between the clans. Although this war of magic and 
fetishes ensured the triumph of the Keita dynasty, paradoxically it was 
also a prelude to the expansion of Islam. For Sundiata, whose ancestors 
had been converted to Islam in the eleventh century, m a d e himself the 
protector of Musl ims; the delegation sent to find h im in exile had included 
some marabouts. This u n k n o w n champion of Islam is not mentioned by 
any Arab author of the thirteenth century, and the battle of Kirina does not 
appear in the Arab chronicles. Nevertheless, Ibn Battüta tells us that 
Sundiata or Mar i Diata was converted to Islam by a m a n called M u d r i k , 
whose grandson lived at M a n s a M ü s ä ' s court.39 Oral traditions speak only 
of the liberator of the Malinke. 

39. Ibn Battüta, French transi. 1966, p. 63. 
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Sundiata's military conquests 

Aided by brilliant generals, Sundiata conquered almost all the lands that 
had been controlled by Ghana; oral traditions record the names of Tira-
maghan Traore and Fakoli Koroma. T h e former had been sent by 
Sundiata to Jolof to fight King Jolofing Mansa, who had arrested a car­
avan of traders sent by Diata to buy horses. After defeating the king, 
Tiramaghan waged war in Senegambia and conquered the Casamance and 
the highlands of Kaabu or Gabu, n o w Guinea-Bissau. Tiramaghan is 
considered by the western Mandingo to have been the founder of several 
kingdoms, the most important of which was the kingdom of Kaabu . 4 0 

Fakoli Ko roma conquered the southern regions stretching to the forest and 
the area of the upper Senegal river.4 ' Sundiata personally defeated the 
kings of Diaghan or Diafunu and Kita, w h o were allies of Sumaguru. Thus 
he re-established the unity of the western Sudan. His conquests were con­
tinued by his son and his generals, w h o annexed Gao and Takrür. 

T h e constitution of Mali 

Mandingo tradition attributes to the young victor of Kirina the codifica­
tion of the customs and prohibitions which still govern relations between 
the Mandingo clans themselves, on the one hand, and between them and 
the other clans of West Africa on the other. M a n y things have been as­
cribed to this African Alexander which belong to a m u c h later date. But 
the main outlines of the constitution and the administrative structures 
were essentially the work of Sundiata. H e was a m a n of many names: in 
the Soninke language he was called Maghan or King Sundiata, and in 
Malinke, Mari (Lord) Diata (lion). H e was also Nare Maghan 

40. T h e episode of Jolofing Mansa is very important in the Sundiata saga. T h e king 
of Jolof had been an ally of Sumaguru and, like him, was hostile to Islam. H e confiscated 
Diata's horses and sent him a skin, saying that he should make shoes out of it since he 
was neither a hunter nor a king worthy to mount a horse. Sundiata was furious and shut 
himself off from the world for several days. W h e n he reappeared, he gathered his 
generals and ordered them to march on Jolof. Tiramaghan begged permission to go alone, 
arguing that there was no need to mobilize the whole army; when he insisted and 
threatened to kill himself, Diata granted his request and gave him a regiment. Tiramaghan 
conquered Jolofing Mansa and overran Senegambia and Kaabu. His deeds are sung by 
the griots of Kaabu in long poems accompanied by the kora. Several villages of Kaabu 
claim to be the burial place of Tiramaghan. But some Gangaran traditions maintain that 
the conqueror of Jolofing Mansa returned to Mali. (See Cissoko, 1981a and 1981b, and 
Ly-Tall, 1981.) The oral traditions of upper Gambia and East Senegal have yet to be 
collected; these regions contain sites and towns of considerable importance for a knowledge 
of Mandingo expansion westward. 

41. His descendants are the Cissoko, D u m b u y a and Koroma clans; the fetishes and 
war regalia of Fakoli can be found in the K o r o m a village of Norassoba, in the Republic 
of Guinea. In general, the Mandingo maintain small museums exclusively for a small group 
of initiates and privileged individuals. S o m e very ancient relics are thus preserved. 
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Konate, or king of the Konate, son of Na re M a g h a n ; and S i m b o n 
Salaba, or master huntsman, whose head c o m m a n d s reverence. 

According to tradition it was at K u r u k a n Fuga , a plain not far from 
Kangaba , that the Gbara or great assembly took place. It was in fact a 
constituent assembly of the allies after their victory, in front of w h o m the 
following took place. 

(a) Sundiata was solemnly proclaimed m a n s a (in Malinke) or m a g h a n 
(in Soninke), meaning emperor, king of kings. Each allied chief 
was confirmed in his province (farin); only the chiefs of M e m a 
and W a g a d u bore the title of king. 

(b) T h e assembly decreed that the emperor must be chosen from 
the line of Sundiata and that the princes must always choose 
their first wife from among the Conde clan (in m e m o r y of the 
happy marriage between Nare Fa M a g h a n and Sogolon Conde, 
Sundiata's mother). 

(c) In accordance with ancient tradition, the succession was to be 
fratrilineal. 

(d) T h e mansa was to be the supreme judge, the patriarch, the 
father of all his subjects: hence the formula, ' M ' F a Mansa ' 
(King, m y father), for addressing the king. 

(e) T h e Malinke and their allies were divided into 16 clans of 
'quiver-bearing' freedmen or nobles (Tonta-Djon Tann i M o r o ) . 4 2 

(f ) T h e five marabout clans, the first of Sundiata's allies, including 
the T o u r e and the Berete, w h o had actively sought Sundiata in 
exile, were proclaimed the 'five guardians of the faith', or M o r i 
K a n d a Lolu. This group also included the Cisse of W a g a d u , w h o 
had become M u s l i m converts and Sundiata's political allies. 

(g) M e n practising special trades were divided into four clans 
(Nara Nani) , including the griots, the shoemakers and certain clans 
of smiths. T h e n a m e s of M a n d e clans were recognized as cor­
responding to the clan names of other ethnic groups of the Sudan . 
'Joking relationships' were established, which continued after the 
time of Sundiata, and helped to reduce tension between ethnic 
groups.4 3 T h e Niger boatmen, S o m o n o and Bozo, were rewarded 
for their contribution to the war w h e n Sundiata proclaimed them 
'masters of the waters'. According to tradition, Sundiata 'divided 

42. The bow and quiver were the symbols of freedmen. They alone had the right to 
bear arms. T h e Portuguese noted in the fifteenth century that the Malinke nobles had 
quivers laden with arrows when they walked in the town; they never laid down their arms, 
by which they were recognized. 

43. For example, a m a n of the Conde clan among the Wolof is considered a brother 
by those of the Ndiaye clan, and a Traore is treated as a brother by the Diop. A 
Traore settling in Wolof country can take the clan name of Diop and vice versa. This 
fictional relationship, this clan fraternity, still plays an important role in the western Sudan. 
After Sundiata, new links were established between the Mandingo and the inhabitants of 
the lands where they settled, the forests of Guinea, Liberia and Ivory Coast. 
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up the world'; in other words, he established the rights and duties 
of each clan, 

(h) A special measure dealt with the Soso: their territory was declared 
the property of the empire, and they were divided among the 
various craft clans or castes. M a n y of them emigrated to the west. 

This constitution was very important in itself, and had far-reaching 
effects. It reproduced the social structure of the Ghana empire, in which 
the character of each region had been recognized. Furthermore, Sundiata 
codified the system of craft clans so that professions became hereditary. 
It seems that in the time of Ghana every m a n had practised the trade of 
his choice; but from n o w on the son had to practise the same trade as his 
father, especially within the four craft clans or castes. 

Sundiata's government 

Sundiata set up a government composed of his companions. Besides sol­
diers and war leaders, Sundiata surrounded himself with black scholars 
of the marabout clans, w h o were 'joking cousins' of the Keita clan. Pro­
bably some Arab traders frequented his court. Ibn Battüta says that Mari 
Diata was converted to Islam by a certain Mudrik whose descendants lived 
in Mansa Sulaymän's court; but tradition sees Sundiata as the liberator of 
the M a n d e and the protector of the oppressed, not as a propagator of Islam. 

There were two kinds of province: those which had first rallied to his 
cause and whose kings preserved their titles, as in the case of Ghana 
(Koumbi) and M e m a ; 4 4 and the conquered provinces, where a governor 
or farin represented the mansa alongside the traditional chief. Sundiata 
respected the traditional institutions of the conquered provinces, so the 
administration was flexible and the empire resembled a federation of king­
doms or provinces rather than a centralizing empire. But the existence of 
Mandingo garrisons in the principal regions guaranteed security, while 
also acting as a deterrent force. Sundiata was probably responsible for the 
division of the empire into two military regions. 'The prince had under his 
orders two generals: one for the southern area and the other for the north; 
the first was called Sangar Z u m a , the second Faran Sura. Each had a 
number of caids and soldiers under his c o m m a n d . ' 4 5 

44. 'Throughout the kingdom of this sovereign [mansa], only the ruler of Ghana had 
the title of king and he was only the sovereign's lieutenant' al-'Umarï, French 
transi. 1927, p. 57. This passage refutes the statement of Delafosse that Mari Diata 
destroyed Ghana in 1240. Tradition is positive; the kings of Wagadu , Cisse and M e m a 
were allies of Sundiata from the outset and for this reason enjoyed certain privileges. 

45. Translated from al-Sa'dí, loe. cit., p. 20. 'Faran Sura' is certainly a corruption of 
the text. In Mandingo the name would be Sankaran S o m a , or chief of Sankara, the southern 
province which included the basin of the upper Niger and its tributaries. Instead of 
Faran Sura, however, I suggest reading sura farin, or chief of the northern country. 
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Niani, capital of Mal i 

T h e town of Niani is in Cámara territory, on the Sankarani. For m a n y 
years, researchers have sought the location of the capital of Mali; m a n y 
theories had been put forward before Maurice Delafosse read al-'Umarï's 
manuscript correctly. In fact, it is al-'Umarfs text which provides the 
correct interpretation of the n a m e of the capital of Mali. It is Nyeni or 
Niani, which Delafosse places near the present village of Niani on the San­
karani, on the present border between Mali and Guinea.4 6 W e have seen 
above that the Keita had long been established at Dakadiala, Kiri and 
Kirina. In fact it was only after his victory over Sumaguru that Sundiata 
decided to set up his capital in the land of Man i , which was rich in gold and 
iron.47 

T h e historian m a y wonder w h y Sundiata preferred Man i to the old 
village of Dakadiala, where several generations of kings had chosen to dwell. 
H e had several reasons: 

(i) T h e conqueror did not feel safe surrounded by his o w n clan at 
Dakadiala. 

(2) T h e town was h e m m e d in by mountains and difficult of access. 
(3) Niani was beautifully situated, with natural defences, on a huge 

plain alongside the Sankarani, surrounded by a semi-circle of hills 
traversed by passes and dominated by a rocky peak, the M a n i 
Kuru . T h e Sankarani was deep and navigable all the year round. 

(4) Last but not least, M a n i or Niani was on the edge of the forest, 
a source of gold, kola nuts and palm oil, where Malinke traders 
came to sell cotton and copper goods. Hitherto it had been just 
a small town made famous by the resistance of its king against 
Sumaguru. Situated in the south, the new capital was far from the 
troubled areas of the Sahel nomads. 

Niani developed rapidly in the vast plain. T w o main trails started there: 
the M a n d e route northward (Manding-sila) and the caravan route to the 
north-east (Sarakolle-sila).4* T h e latter went through the pass between 

Sura refers to the Sahel regions occupied by the Mauretanians and the Tuareg, w h o were 
called people of Sura, or Suraka, in Malinke. 

46. See M . Delafosse, 1912, Vol. 2, pp. 181-2 for the identification of Niani. Fol­
lowing the research of Vidal and Gaillard on the site and a painstaking analysis of Ibn 
Battüta's itinerary, Delafosse has rightly concluded that the capital of the mansas was indeed 
at Niani. 

47. Niani is in that country. T h e first settlement of that name was established by the 
Cámara of Sibi in the mountains on the left bank between Bamako and Kangaba. See 
Premier colloque international de Bamako, 1975 (paper by Y . Cissé). 

48. T h e Malinke commonly called the Soninke Marka or Sarakolle. Soninke or 
Sununke in their traditional religion was a synonym of Malinke. In the traditional 
religion of Senegambia, Soninke was a synonym of Mandingo: there in fact the word 
Sarakolle was rarely used. Mande sila means the M a n d e road; Sarakolle sila means the 
Sarakolle road. T h e first went north and the second east. 
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PLATE 6.6 Niani: station 29, large dolerite rocks on the slope of Niani Kourou (where

numerous potsherds have been discovered). Place of worship?

PLATE 6.7

(level II)

Niani: station 1, a general view ofthefoundations ofthe huts in the inhabited area
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Layer Niani St. 1
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fig. 6.4 Niani: station 1, a selection of types ofpottery found in radiocarbon-dated layers
I-1II (after W. Filipowiak, 1979)
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Layers III - VI Niani St. 6D (Larabou-So)
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Undisturbed soil

fig. 6.5 Niani: station 6D (Arab quarter), a selection of types ofpottery found in radio¬

carbon-dated layers III-VI (after W. Filipowiak, 1979)
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Layer l-llb Niani St. 6D (Larabou-So)

fig. 6.6 Niani: station 6D (Arab quarter), a selection of ceramics from layers I-IIb (after
W. Filtpowiak, 1979)
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fig. 6.7 Niani: station 1, a collection ofspindle-whorlsfound in layers in the residential sector

of the Royal Quarter (after W. Filipowiak, 1979)
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fig. 6.8 Niani: station 32 (cemetery), a clay cup from the bank of burial mound no. 1

(after W. Filipowiak, 1979)

Mount Niani and Mount Dauleni Kuru (mountain of the red gate). The

town became the political and economic capital of the empire.

Niani attracted both black merchants and Berber Arabs. Ibn Battüta,

who visited the town in 1353, called it 'Malli'. But al-'Umarî gives us more

details: 'The region of Mali is where the king's residence is located in the

town of Nyeni, on which all the other regions depend; it is called Mali

because it is the capital of the regions of this kingdom.'49

Since its identification in the 1920s the site of Niani has been visited

by many researchers.50 But it was not until 1968 that important ex¬

cavations were undertaken: a Guinean-Polish mission has been working

since then on the site. The Arab quarter and the royal villa have been

identified and the archaeologists have exposed the foundations of stone

houses as well as the foundations and mihrâb of a mosque in the royal

town (see Figs. 6.5, 6.6, 6.7). The wall around the villa has been traced.
It is notable that all the buildings here were of bricks of beaten earth or
banco, as al-cUmarï wrote:

The houses of this town are built in layers of clay, like the walls of
the gardens at Damascus. This is how they proceed: they build in

49. Translated from al-'Umarî, loe. cit., p. 57.

50. M. Gaillard, 1923, pp. 620-36; J. Vidal, 1924; R. Mauny, 1961; W. Filipowiak,

1970 and 1979.
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clay to a height of two-thirds of a cubit, then leave it to dry. T h e n 
they repeat the process until all is finished. T h e ceilings are made of 
beams and reeds. They are mostly in the shape of a cupola [i.e. 
conical] or a camel's h u m p , like vaulted arches. T h e floors of the 
houses are of earth mixed with sand.51 

The style of construction described by al-'Umarï was used until the arrival 
of the colonizers, w h o introduced the brick mould; as is well known, con­
ical roofs m a d e of straw are still c o m m o n throughout the Mandingo savan­
nah, and the floors of the houses are still of beaten earth. Al- 'Umarfs 
description is very precise and has guided researchers, w h o have compared 
it with traditional accounts. H e adds: 

T h e town of Nyeni is the same in length and in breadth, being about 
one berid long and the same distance across. It is not surrounded by 
a wall, and the houses stand separately for the most part. T h e king 
has a group of palaces surrounded by a circular wall.52 

Archaeologists have discovered that the dwellings were widely dis­
persed; around the royal town there was a host of hamlets or villages for 
various trade clans: smiths, fishermen and so on. T h e ruins stretch today 
from Niani up to Sidikila, 25 k m away. 

Sundiata declared Niani imperial territory, a c o m m o n homeland for all 
his people.53 T h e town's population was cosmopolitan; every province and 
every trade was represented. The conqueror revived the tradition by which 
the sons of farins and vassal kings were brought up at court, as in the 
days of the Kaya Magkan. 

The death of Sundiata 

There are several legends concerning the death of the hero. W e can only 
theorize because those w h o guard the oral traditions are in disagree­
ment. In any event, it is forbidden in Mandingo country to disclose the 
tomb of great kings, and there is no known cemetery or burial place for 
Mandingo rulers. According to a tradition heard by Delafosse, Sundiata was 
accidentally killed by an arrow during a ceremony. I believe that he was 
drowned in the waters of the Sankarani, in obscure circumstances, for it 
is known that some 10 k m upstream from Niani there is a place called 
Sundiata-dun (Sundiata's deep water). This part of the river is very deep 
and has m a n y eddies; the pirogues take care to avoid it. O n each bank of 
the river the Keita have set up sacred places where, from time to time, 

51. Translated from al-'Umarî, loc. cit., pp. 54-6. 
52. Translated from the French; ibid., p. 57. 
53. Tradition gathered by the author and reported to the Premier colloque international 

de Bamako, 1975. 
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chosen descendants of the conqueror meet to sacrifice fowls, sheep, goats 
and oxen. 

A number of villages maintain places of worship in m e m o r y of Sundiata: 
at Kirina on the Niger, the 'traditionalists', the Mamissoko, offer sac­
rifices to him in a sacred forest. North-east of Niani, at Tigan, there is 
a pile of ashes in Cámara country called 'Bundalin', under which there 
are believed to be shoes, a knife and a suit of armour which belonged to 
Sundiata. T h e n there is the ceremony held every seven years at Kangaba 
around the sanctuary called Kamablon, where there are also objects that 
belonged to Sundiata.54 Finally, it is worth noting that classical Mandingo 
music began 'in Sundiata's time' {Sundiata tele). T h e saga of the hero is 
recited to the accompaniment of particular music. This saga, or Sundiata 
fassa, was composed by Baila Fasseke, the conqueror's griot. T h e song called 
Boloba (the great music) was composed by the griots of Sumaguru; Sundiata 
m a d e it the music of every Mandingo warrior, which means that any 
Mandingo can ask a griot to play the music for him to listen or dance to 
it. T h e tune called jfanjon ('glory to the warrior') was composed in honour 
of Fakoli after his feats on the battlefield; the Tiramaghan fassa celebrates 
the bravery and warlike deeds of the conqueror of the western provinces 
of the Mali empire.55 Duga, an old warrior's chant, is m u c h older than Sun­
diata and was reserved for the most distinguished warriors of the empire. 

Sundiata's successors 

W e are indebted to Ibn Khaldün for the complete list of the mansas of 
Mali from the middle of the thirteenth to the end of the fourteenth cen­
tury (see Fig. 6.9). T h e list corresponds at m a n y points with the list given 
in the historical traditions of M a n d e . 5 6 In his remarkable History and in 
his Prolegomena, Ibn Khaldün acknowledges the political and economic 
importance of Mali in the Musl im world of the fourteenth century. His 
information on Mali was derived from good authorities - not only the Arab 
merchants but also Mali's embassies and consulates in Cairo. Conscious 
of the place of Mali in the Musl im world of the fourteenth century, he 
wrote at length on the history of the empire of the mansas. 

T h e old principle of fratrilineal succession was not observed after 
Sundiata's death, when his eldest son, Mansa Yerelenku (or Oulin) seized 
power and reigned from 1250 to 1270. H e preserved the unity of the army, 
and the generals continued their requests. It was probably under his reign 
that the Malinke took Takrür and consolidated Tiramaghan's conquests in 
Senegambia; the Mandingo settled in these colonies. Mansa Oulin's pil­
grimage to Mecca attracted the Arab countries' attention to Mali. After his 

54. Tradition recorded by the author at Niani in 1968. 
55. See above, p. 133, on Tiramaghan Traore. 
56. O n the chronology of the mansas, see N . Levtzion, 1963. 
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(1) Mari Diata Sundiata AbO Bakr (Mandé Bori) 

I I I 
(3) Wali (4) Khalifa daughter (Kolonkan) 

I 
(6) Sakura (5) Abu Bakr (Bata Mandé Bori) 
1298-1308 

(8) Mansa Musâ I 

(7) Kaw'lor Ko) 1307-32 
(Kanku Musa) 

Maghan I 
1332-6 
(Soma Burema 
Maghan Kegni) 

Muhammad (Ko Mamadi) 
Mari Diata II 

Sandali married 1360-73 
mother of Musa 
1389 

Mansa Mûsâ II Maghan II 
1387 1387-8 

Maghan III 
M a h m u d 1390 

FIG. 6.9 Genealogy of the mansas of Mali according to Ibn Khaldün 
Note: the names given by oral tradition are in parentheses 

death the empire was on the brink of destruction because of palace in­
trigues, but it was saved by Sakura, one of Sundiata's generals.57 H e re­
sumed the conquests, subdued the Tuareg tribes, reaffirmed the authority 
of Mali over the valley of the Niger and took possession of Gao. Having 
thus restored order, he went to Mecca, but was murdered on the way home 
by Saharan robbers. His body is said to have been brought back to Mali 
and buried with royal honours.58 His successors were weak, but in about 
1307 Kanku M ü s ä , a nephew of Sundiata, came to the throne. As 
Mansa Müsä I he reigned until about 1337. 

Mansa Müsä's pilgrimage to Mecca in 1325 has been described by many 
authors. In his reign, Mali reached its apogee; he was succeeded by his 
son, Maghan I, or Soma Burema Maghan Kegni, who was overthrown in 
about 1336 by Mansa Sulaymän, brother of Mansa Müsä I. H e main­
tained the empire in all its splendour, but after him there was more 
intrigue at court.59 Several political 'clans' formed around the descendants 

57. Ibn Khaldün. loe. cit., p. 345. 
58. Delafosse, 1912, Vol. 2, pp. 185-6. 
59. Ibn Battüta, loe. cit., pp. 62-3. T h e famous traveller recounts h o w Mansa 

Sulaymän's wife conspired to overthrow her husband. This internal strife weakened the 
empire. 

(2) Mansa Wali or UIT 

1260-77 

(Yerelenku) 

Sulaymän 

1336-58 

I 
Kasa (Fomba) 

1359 

H? 
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of Mansa Müsä I, Mansa Sulaymän and others, while the large Keita clan 
no longer hid its royal pretensions. Sulaymän's son, F o m b a , remained on 
the throne only a year, and in 1359 he was dethroned by Mari Diata or 
Sundiata II, a despot, who 'ruined the Empire . . . exhausted the royal 
treasury . . . H e sold the famous piece of gold regarded as one of the rarest 
treasures. This mass of metal weighed twenty kintärs. T h e spendthrift 
prince sold it for less than it was worth to Egyptian merchants.'60 Mari 
Diata II was struck down by sleeping sickness and removed from power. 
H e was succeeded by his son, Mansa M ü s ä III (1374-87); however, the 
power really lay in the hands of his general, w h o restored order and put 
down a rising at Tiggida (Takedda), the famous copper-producing city. 
T h e end of the fifteenth century was disturbed by court intrigues fomented 
by the princesses. Provincial governors increasingly disregarded the central 
authority. But the empire's prestige survived for a long time. 

T h e following is Maurice Delafosse's estimate of the dates of reigns 
from Sundiata to Mansa M ü s ä I.61 

(1) Sundiata 1230-55 
(2) Mansa Oulin 1255-70 
(3) Wali 1270-4 
(4) Khalifa 1274-5 
(5) A b u Bakr 1273-85 
(6) Sakura 1285-1300 
(7) Kaw 1300-5 
(8) Muhammad 1305-10 

Triumph of Islam under Mansa Müsä (1307-32) 

Mansa M ü s ä I is the best known of the emperors of Mali, largely because 
of his pilgrimage to Mecca in 1325 and the widespread fame of his visit 
to Cairo, where he gave away so m u c h gold that the market for the 
precious metal was depressed for a long time.62 T h e pilgrimage had 
important consequences for the subsequent history of the western 
Sudan, a region which haunted men's minds thereafter. Egypt, the 
Maghrib, Portugal and the merchant cities of Italy all took an increasing 
interest in Mali. Mansa M ü s ä , w h o was very proud of his power, did m u c h 
to make the rest of the world think of his empire as an El Dorado. 

Once on the throne, Mansa M ü s ä I set about consolidating the 

60. Ibn KhaldOn, translated from the French of J. Cuoq, 1975, pp. 348-9. 
61. Ibn Khaldun says Mansa Mûsâ's reign lasted 25 years, so a correction m a y be 

necessary to make the last reign 1307-32. See ibid., pp. 343-6. 
62. Mansa Müsä was attended by numerous followers; he took with him '80 packages of 

gold dust, each weighing 3 kintárs or 3.8 kg ... H e was accompanied by 60000 porters and 
500 slaves, each carrying a golden staff weighing over 500 mithkäl, about 3 kg.' Translated 
from Delafosse, 1913. As early as 1375, cartographers depicted the Sudan with a portrait 
of Mansa M u s a holding a gold nugget. 
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achievements of his predecessors and making the central authority be obeyed. 
H e was ably assisted by an eminent general, Saran Mandian, w h o 
strengthened the emperor's authority not only in the valley of the Niger 
as far as G a o and beyond, but also throughout the Sahel, winning the sub­
mission of the Saharan nomads, w h o were often robbers and rebels; thus 
he facilitated Musi's journey to Mecca, for the Mali emperor had not 
forgotten the murder of Sakura by Saharan nomads. 

Mansa M u s a made elaborate preparations for his pilgrimage. In accord­
ance with tradition he levied special contributions from every trading town 
and every province. H e left Niani with a vast retinue. Although the figures 
given by the Arab writers are probably exaggerated, they give some idea of 
the power of the Mali emperor; there were said to be 60 000 porters and 
500 servants decked in gold, each carrying a golden staff. At the beginning 
of the sixteenth century M a h m u d Ka'ti related how, according to written 
tradition, the emperor was still in his palace when the head of his caravan 
arrived in Timbuktu. H e was received in Cairo with the honours due to 
the great sultan he was, and created a great impression by his bearing and 
his generosity, worthy of the kings of the Arabian Nights.63 H e is one of 
the few kings of w h o m w e have a physical description. According to al-
Makrïzï: ' H e was a young m a n with a brown skin, a pleasant face and 
good figure, instructed in the Mälikite rite. H e appeared amidst his c o m ­
panions magnificently dressed and mounted, and surrounded by more 
than ten thousand of his subjects. H e brought gifts and presents that 
amazed the eye with their beauty and splendour.'64 Oral tradition says that 
Mansa M ü s ä bought land and houses in Cairo and Mecca to accom­
modate pilgrims from the Sudan. But the important thing is that he estab­
lished sound economic and cultural relations with the countries he travelled 
through. 

M a n s a M ü s ä , builder and patron 

Mansa M ü s ä , impressed no doubt by the majestic palaces he saw in 
Cairo, returned home with a famous architect, Ishäk al-Tuedjin, w h o built 
the great mosque at G a o , of which only a few remains of the founda­
tions and a part of the mihräb survive. In Timbuktu the architect built 
another great mosque or djinguereber, and a royal palace or madugu. But 
his finest work was certainly the famous audience chamber at Niani, on 
which he lavished all the resources of his art. T h e emperor wanted a strong 
building covered with plaster, so al-Tuedjin 'built a square room surmoun­
ted by a cupola . . . and, having covered it with plaster and decorated it 
with arabesques in dazzling colours, he produced a wonderful edifice. As 

63. M a h m ü d Ka'ti, loe. cit. 
64. Translated from a l -MakrM, in J. Cuoq, 1975, pp. 91-2. 
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architecture was unknown in that country, the sultan was delighted and gave 
al-Tuedjin twelve thousand mithkäl of gold dust as testimony to his 
satisfaction.'65 N o doubt the emperor's architect had to use beaten earth, 
the most c o m m o n material in that part of the Sudan. Buildings made of 
earth need constant repair and restoration in such latitudes as that of Niani. 
Further north, where rainfall is lighter, buildings last better, like the 
mosques at Jenne, Timbuktu and G a o . In the absence of stone, the banco 
or beaten earth is strengthened with wood; hence the characteristic Sudan­
ese mosques bristling with bits of timber. With the successive destruc­
tions of Niani and the wearing away of the plaster under years of rain, 
the poet-architect's great achievement was finally reduced to a heap of 
clay and rubble. 

In Cairo the mansa had been very ready to answer the questions of the 
courtiers and m e n of learning w h o flocked round him, and he de­
scribed his empire in detail, not without some exaggeration. H e said he had 
'the exclusive right to gold, and that he gathered it in as tribute'. Ibn 
Amïr Adjib, governor of Cairo and Karafa, w h o m the M a m l u k sultan had 
appointed to look after the pilgrims, reported a great deal of what the 
emperor had said, and mentioned that his colours were yellow on a red 
ground. ' W h e n he is on horseback they wave the royal standards, which are 
very large flags, over his head.' H e had spoken of his empire: 'the in­
habitants are very numerous . . . a vast multitude . . . Yet if you compare 
it with the black populations which surround it and stretch to the south, 
it is like a little white spot on the coat of a black cow.' M ü s ä was well 
aware of the existence of large populations and powerful kingdoms to the 
south. H e also mentioned that he had a town called Tiggida (Takedda, 
n o w Azelik), 'where there is a mine of red copper' which was brought 
in bars to Niani. ' "There is nothing in all m y empire which is such a large 
source of taxes", the sultan told m e , "as the import of this unworked 
copper. It comes from this mine and from no other. W e send it to the lands 
of the black pagans where w e sell one mithkäl of it for two-thirds of its 
weight in gold".'66 M ü s ä also said in Cairo that his predecessor on the 
throne had died at sea, 'for this king would not listen to those w h o told 
him it was impossible to get to the other side of the surrounding sea, and 
obstinately persisted in his purpose . . . After the failure of 200 ships filled 
with m e n , and others filled with enough gold, water and provisions to last 
for years', the emperor himself took charge of operations, fitted out 2000 
ships, and set off, never to return.67 W h a t the fate of this expedition was 
and h o w far M ü s ä is to be believed are interesting questions, and writers 
such as Wiener and Jeffreys have raised the problem of whether the 

65. Translated from Ibn Khaldfln. loc. cit., p. 348. 
66. Translated from al-'Umarï, loc. cit., pp. 80-1. A n interesting detail, which 

testifies to the intense commercial activity between Mali and the forest country, from which 
came palm oil, kola nuts and gold; see Chapter 25 below. 

67. ibid. 
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Malinke discovered America.68 In that case the blacks would have got 
there 200 years before Columbus!6 9 

But at least this anecdote shows that the Mandingo conquerors w h o 
settled on the coast, notably Gambia, were not indifferent to the problems 
of sea navigation. T h e great pilgrim attracted m a n y m e n of letters to his 
court, and was himself skilled in Arabic, though he always spoke to 
Arabs through his interpreters. H e had kadis, secretaries and genuine 
diwäns, but this was mostly for show. After his famous pilgrimage, the 
Marinids of Fez and the merchant cities of the Maghrib began to take a 
lively interest in Mali, and the rulers exchanged gifts and ambassadors. 
M ü s ä set up Koranic schools; he had bought m a n y books in Cairo and the 
holy places. It was probably in his reign that Walata became important, 
and that Jenne and Timbuktu started to develop into cities that were to be 
world-famous a century later. 

As a builder, Mansa M ü s ä I left an enduring mark on all the cities of the 
Sudan, with their characteristic buildings of beaten earth strengthened with 
wood. T h e mosques at Jenne and Timbuktu were the prototypes of what is 
called the Sudanese style. As a patron and friend of literature, M ü s ä 
helped lay the foundations of the Arabic literature of the blacks which was to 
bear its finest fruit in the cities of Jenne and Timbuktu in the fourteenth 
and sixteenth centuries.70 

M a n s a Sulaymän 

After the short reign of M a g h a n I, the son of Mansa M ü s ä , the throne 
passed to the legitimate heir according to tradition, Mansa Müsä's brother, 
Mansa Sulaymän (1336-58). It was in his reign that the famous traveller 
Ibn Battüta visited Mali and stayed for nine months in the capital. His 
account complements that of al-'Umarï and gives us a lively picture of court 
life and the administration of the empire. Court ceremonies were governed 
by a very strict protocol, of which Ibn Battüta gives an extremely detailed 
account. 

T h e mansa's role, like that of the Kay a Maghan, was first and foremost 
that of the dispenser of justice, the patriarch to w h o m all brought their 

68. L . Wiener, 1920-2; M . D . W . Jeffreys, 1953b. 
69. Ivan Sertima, an Afro-American researcher, has a theory that blacks were the first 

to sail to America. H e has analysed minutely Mexican and Central American civilizations 
and finds Mandingo elements in these cultures. The theory is enticing, but unproved. 

70. Oral traditions rarely mention Mansa M ü s ä . Some even ignore him completely. After 
a long inquiry, it appears that Mansa M ü s ä is considered 'unfaithful to ancestral Mandingo 
traditions'; his pilgrimage is well known to some bearers of tradition because he is blamed 
for wasting the imperial treasury. See S C O A Foundation, 1980 (no details available). It was 
during his reign that the secret K o m o association was created by the Bambara (Banmana), 
w h o rejected the mansa's authority out of loyalty to traditional beliefs. See Recueil de littéra­
ture tnandingue, 1980, pp. 215-27. 
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grievances. In the regions he was represented by the governors, but if they 
were guilty of injustice they were in principle deprived of office as soon as 
the mansa was informed. Subjects approached the mansa humbly, covering 
themselves with dust and saying 'M ' fa Mansa ' ( 'My lord, m y father'). 
According to Ibn Battüta, the mansa held two audiences, one in the palace, 
in the famous audience chamber built for M ü s ä I, and the other under a 
tree in the open air, on a throne mounted with gold and ivory. T h e 
lieutenant-general (Kankoro Sigui), the dignitaries, the governors, the 
priest and the legal experts took their places, and the djeli or griot w h o 
acted as spokesman and master of ceremonies stood before the assembly in 
the audience chamber. Ibn Battüta described the mansa thus: 'The 
Emperor's turban is decorated with fringes, which these people arrange 
with great skill. Round his neck hangs a sabre with a gold sheath. H e is 
booted and spurred; on this day, none but he wears boots. H e holds two 
short iron-tipped spears, one of silver and the other of gold.'71 

T h e open-air session, also described by Ibn Battüta, was no less solemn 
an occasion. It took place ritually every Friday after the midday prayers, 
when the griot 'spoke' the history and recalled the names and exploits of 
the kings. Oral tradition was then in its heyday. History was a continuing 
educational process, at the court as at home. T h e people swore their oaths 
in the name of the king, a practice which continued until the nineteenth 
century. 

T h e Niani ceremonial was a revival in a more impressive form of the 
protocol of the kaya maghan, the novelty being that the emperor was now 
a Muslim and solemnly celebrated the great feasts of Islam. But the emperor 
also remained faithful to certain pagan customs, and Ibn Battüta was 
shocked by m a n y unorthodox practices. Apart from the presence of Arabs 
and the slight Musl im veneer, what happened at the court of the mansa 
differed very little from what might have been seen at the courts of non-
Muslim kings, for example those of Mossi.72 

T h e dignitaries were splendidly attired, decked with gold, and they 
carried magnificent weapons, according to al-'Umarï. Soldiers were dis­
tinguished by their quivers - the nobles among them being descended from 
conquerors - judges and legal experts by their turbans. T h e black hermits 
were derived from the five guardians of the faith (Mori Kanda Lolu) and 
formed 'the nobility of the turban'. 

Mandingo civilization 

T h e peoples of the empire 

At its height, under the reigns of Mansa M ü s ä I and Mansa Sulaymän, 
the Mali empire covered the entire Sudan-Sahel region of West Africa. 

71. Translated from Ibn Battüta, loe. cit. 
72. See Chapters 9 and 10 below. 
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Africa from the Twelfth to the Sixteenth Century 

M a n y peoples and cultures were thus brought together under a single 
political head. 

Nomads and herdsmen 
The great Saharan nomads, particularly the Messufa, had a vast domain 
from the salt-pans of Teghazza to the city of Walata, a major intersection 
point for the trans-Saharan trade routes in Mali. The Messufa were the 
main commercial agents in the salt trade; caravan guides were recruited 
from among them because a perfect knowledge of the Sahara was needed 
to link the Maghrib with the Sudan. T o the west, towards the Atlantic, 
were the Lemtima Sanhaja and the Godala, Berbers w h o occupied ter­
ritory corresponding to the present Mauritania. Like the Messufa, they 
were involved in Saharan trade and exploited the salt-mines of Ijil. Between 
Walata and the Niger Bend was the territory of the Tuareg. All these 
great desert nomads were watched over by garrisons at Walata, Timbuktu, 
Gao and Koumb i . The vast Sahara domain was controlled by the mili­
tary commander, surafarin. 

The peoples of the Sahel 
In those days, the climate of the Sahel was relatively mild and there was 
abundant pasture land. In this zone were located the northern cities of the 
Sudan such as Takriir, Awdaghust, K o u m b i , Walata and Timbuktu. T h e 
Fulani wandered from the Atlantic, on the Senegal estuary, to the Niger 
Bend. They were cattlemen and moved their pastures according to the 
seasons; nevertheless, by the fourteenth century, groups had filtered to­
wards the south and were becoming sedentarized, particularly around Jenne 
and along the right bank of the Sankarani, around Niani, as well as in 
Takriir.73 

The Sahel farmer cultivators - the Toucouleur, or Takrür people, the 
Soninke and Songhay74 - had been converted to Islam m u c h earlier (in 
the eleventh and twelfth centuries) and lived in large towns. Easy c o m ­
munication in the plains encouraged the establishment of new towns and a 
c o m m o n culture, even if the people involved did not speak the same 
language. 

The peoples of the savannah 
The main groups, from west to east, were the Jolof, the Mandingo and the 
Soninke. T h e Malinke had also settled en masse in Casamance and 

73. T h e Fulani occupation of the right bank of the Sankarani resulted two centuries 
later in the birth of the province of Wassulu. T h e Fulani of this area forgot their o w n 
language and spoke Malinke instead. Probably the Fulani infiltration at Futa-Jallon and 
Takriir, in the Bundu and at Marina began around the eleventh and twelfth centuries 
and intensified after the fifteenth. 

74. Toucouleur is a corruption of Takrur. They themselves called each other Hal 
pular-en (those w h o speak Fulani); but their Jolof and Serer neighbours called them 
Toucouleur. They were farmers and traders rather than shepherds. Linguists classify 
Fulani, Jolof and Serer in the same west Atlantic linguistic family. 
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Senegambia, following Tiramaghan's conquests; these western regions had 
room for settlers. It would be interesting to know whether the Malinke 
were already in Senegambia before Sundiata; it is highly probable that 
traders and Soninke and Malinke hermits frequented the area well before 
the thirteenth century.75 Along the coast from Gambia to the Rio Grande, 
the agricultural communities of Beafada, Balante, Felupe and Bainunke, 
noted for rice cultivation, were surrounded by the Malinke. 

In the middle of the fifteenth century, Portuguese navigators m a d e 
contact with the mansa when they arrived at the estuary of the River 
Gambia; from them, w e know that these western regions had been 
strongly influenced by the Mandingo. 7 6 W e also know from the historical 
writers of Timbuktu that Mali was densely populated. According to the 
author of the Ta'rikh al-Südän, 

T h e territory of Jenne is fertile and populated; m a n y markets are held 
every day of the week. It is said there are 7077 villages situated very 
close to each other. 

T h e following will give an idea how close they are. If the 
Sultan, for example, wishes to s u m m o n an inhabitant of a village near 
Lake Debo , the messenger sent goes to one of the gates of the ram­
parts and from there shouts the message he is to transmit. F r o m vil­
lage to village, people repeat the words and the message arrives almost 
immediately at its destination and the m a n in question goes to the 
meeting place.77 

Although there m a y be some doubt about the number of 7077 villages 
in Jenne, one must note in passing the effectiveness of oral communication. 

M a h m u d Ka'ti declared that Mali 'has some 400 towns and its soil is 
most fertile. A m o n g the kingdoms of the rulers of the world, only 
Syria is more beautiful. Its inhabitants are rich and live comfortably.'78 

These figures simply mean that the country was heavily populated; w e can 
accept an estimate that the population of Mali was some 40-50 million. 
T h e river valleys of the Niger and the Senegal were virtually h u m a n 
anthills. T h e capital, Niani, had at least 100 000 inhabitants in the four­
teenth century.79 T h e Mali emperors do not seem to have been inter­
ested in the right bank of the Niger around Timbuktu, but this was not 
true of the rulers of G a o , w h o placed a governor at Hombor i , at the foot 
of the mountains, near Dogon country.80 

75. See Cissoko, 1981b, and M . M a n é , 1981. 
76. See Chapters 7 and 12; A . Donelha, 1977, pp. 107-21; I. B . Kaké, 1981. 
77. Translated from al-Sa'dl, loc. cit., pp. 24-5. Archaeology confirms this description. 
78. Translated from Mahmfld Ka'ti, loc. cit., p. 67. 
79. At the start of the sixteenth century, when Niani was no longer the great metro­

polis of the Sudan, Leo Africanus estimated that there were 6000 'hearths' there - or some 
60000 people, at an average of 10 persons per household, a m in imum in Africa. 

80. M a h m u d Ka'ti, loc. cit., pp. 150, 254-5. Chi 'All died in 1492 on his return from 
a campaign near the country of the T o m b o (Habe, or Dogon). A tradition collected at 
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T h e Dogon culture has been one of the most extensively studied in 
black Africa, but only from a limited ethnological perspective, so that we are 
unable to place the Dogon of earlier times in their historical context 
alongside other Sudanic populations. T h e work of R . M . A . Bedaux takes 
an original line in trying to establish relations between the Dogon and 
Teilen and the other peoples of the Niger Bend, placing them in a 
socio-historical perspective. Dogon art is world-famous; however, the 
finest works are not in Bamako, but in European museums and private 
collections in Europe and America.81 

The Dogon*2 

T h e Bandiagara cliffs, part of the Hombor i mountain range, are best known 
along the Niger Bend. T h e Dogon lived in this mountain area and the 
rulers of the savannah had little control over them. They lived in small 
villages clinging to the sides of the mountains. Every attempt to subject 
them ended in defeat. W h o were the Dogon? According to their own oral 
tradition, they left M a n d e for the mountains and settled in the area of 
Sanga in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.83 They are said to have 
found other mountain peoples there, w h o m they called Tellern (meaning 'we 
found them there'); these people are said to have left the region on the 
arrival of the Dogon, to settle in Yatenga. It is now agreed that the Dogon 
came from the southern regions (Mande), but many questions about both 
the Dogon and the Tellern remain unanswered. Comparative studies of 
Dogon pottery and that of the Malinke from Niani - the stemmed pottery 
- tend to confirm contacts between the two peoples. 

A c o m m o n culture linked the Sudan-Sahel populations. Within the 
framework of the empire, resemblances were accentuated and differences 
diluted by the system of corresponding names, by the bonds of kinship 
and by the joking relationships between Mandingo and Fulani, between 
Fulani and Jolof and between the Mandingo and the peoples of the coast in 
general. 

Political and administrative organization 

In the final analysis, this vast empire was a kind of confederation, with 
each province retaining a large degree of autonomy. As we have seen, the 

Niani says that the Keita conquered land up to Kado Kuru, the mountains of Dogon. These 
victories are attributed to Sere Nandiugu, a seventeenth-century king, which is plausible, 
since by then the Niani chief no longer ruled the whole Malinke country; the empire had 
disintegrated. 

81. See M . Griaule, 1938 and 1966; Cissoko, 1968; J. Rouch, 1953; R . M . A . 
Bedaux, 1972 and 1974; L . Desplagnes, 1907. 

82. The Dogon are called Habe by the Fulani and Cado by the Malinke. Mandingo 
traditions say the Dogon came from Mande , but this remains to be proved. 

83. R . M . A . Bedaux, 1977, pp. 87 and 92. 
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plate 6.8 Pégué: a view of Tellern cave P; granaries ofunfired brick (phase 3 Tellern, ¡2th-
14th century)

PLATE 6.9 Pegué: a Tellern cup with four legs supported on base, from cave D (phase 2 Tellern,

nth1 2th century)
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vassal kingdoms such as Ghana and M e m a were linked to the central 
authority only by a rather symbolic allegiance. 

The central power 
T h e mansa was the head of government and the fount of all power; he was 
surrounded by high administrators and dignitaries, chosen from among the 
descendants of Sundiata's companions. In M a n d e itself the village or dugu 
was the basis of the political structure; in general, villages were in­
habited by descendants of a c o m m o n ancestor. A number of villages under 
the authority of a chief formed a province or kafu (jamana). Initially, the 
king of M a n d e was a chief among other chiefs; it was the unification of 
the provinces of D o , Kiri and Banko which made the Keita chief a power­
ful king. Through the conquests of Sundiata and his successors, the king 
of M a n d e became mansa or emperor, having a number of kings under him. 

T h e descendants of Sundiata's generals, a military aristocracy sur­
rounding the mansa, formed a council whose advice was important in the 
sovereign's decisions. T h e griot was a very important person; Ibn Battu ta 
describes his functions in the court of Mansa Sulaymän. W e know that 
the role was hereditary: the mansa's griot was always chosen from the 
Kouyate clan, descended from Baila Fasseke, Sundiata's griot. T h e griot 
was first and foremost the emperor's spokesman, 'for the latter speaks 
softly and the griot repeats his words loudly'. Couriers left Niani daily on 
horseback, and those w h o arrived from the provinces reported to the griot. 
H e was the tutor of princes; it was he w h o conducted ceremonies and 
directed the court musicians.84 In the fourteenth century, after the reign 
of Mansa M ü s ä , the monarch had a staff of secretaries, but they were used 
only when the mansa sent messages to sultans or received communica­
tions. T h e rest of the time, messages were transmitted or received orally. 

T h e emperor liked to play the role of 'father of his people', dis­
pensing justice himself in solemn sessions; he listened personally to the 
grievances of his subjects against the governor or farin w h o represented 
him in each province. H e decided lawsuits between individuals according 
to the country's laws.85 Thus , despite all the outward forms of a Musl im 
court, the mansa remained the patriarch, the father, to w h o m anyone seek­
ing justice could come. In the provinces, justice was rendered according to 
Koranic law by kâdis that he had chosen. 

Officials 
Apart from the griot, whose important role has been described by Ibn 
Battüta, w e have little information on the other agents of the central power. 
T h e same author says that the mansa's second-in-command was a lieu-

84. Ibn Battüta, loe. cit., pp. 303-5. 
85. Peasants walked many kilometres to complain about governors' exactions. T h e 

mansa decided that if the governor was at fault, he was to be recalled, ibid., pp. 303-9; 
al-'Umarï, loc. cit., pp. 57-8. 
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tenant-general, whose functions are not specified, although he seems to have 
been chief of the armed forces.86 

T h e santigui (master of the treasury) was a kind of finance minister. 
Originally he was the guardian of the royal granaries. With the diversifica­
tion of sources of revenue, he took charge of deposits of gold and other 
riches such as ivory, copper and precious stones. Earlier, these duties had 
been carried out by one of the mansa's slaves. W e know from oral tradi­
tion that all trade clans were represented before the mansa by chiefs w h o 
received his orders and transmitted them to their members: thus the chief 
of the smiths, the boatmen or the fishermen was in reality the rep­
resentative of a craft guild. 

Provincial government 
T h e empire consisted of provinces and vassal kingdoms. At the head of 
each province there was a governor (or farin). At its height, in the 
fourteenth century, the empire had twelve provinces.87 T h e most important 
are listed below. Takrür, situated along the middle and lower Senegal, 
was in fact a kingdom conquered by arms, and had many trading centres, 
such as Sylla and the eponymous town of Takrür. Bambugu was famous 
for its gold-mines and almost entirely inhabited by Malinke. Zaga or Dia, 
the country of Diafunu, was situated in the valley of the middle Niger. Gao 
or Songhay was a kingdom which had been conquered by the successors to 
Mari Diata, but had shaken off the Mandingo yoke by the end of the 
fourteenth century, and whose capital, also called Gao, was in the four­
teenth century a flourishing metropolis. Sanagana, mentioned by al-
'Umarï, was the nomad territory of the Sanagana and Godala (now 
Mauretania). Finally, there were the kingdoms of Ghana and M e m a , Sun-
diata's earliest allies. M a n d e , the seat of the capital, was directly under the 
mansa. 

Each province had subdivisions, which were occasionally clan units. T h e 
provincial government was a small-scale model of the central government; 
the farin was surrounded by dignitaries and eminent persons, whose habits 
and customs he respected. T h e subdivision was made up of village com­
munities grouped under the authority of a local traditional chief (dugu-tigi). 

86. ibid., p. 304. See also Chapter 8 below. It does seem as if the Songhay were 
inspired by Mali's administrative structures. There were a number of ministries at G a o 
whose origins date from the time of Mali. A m o n g them were the minister of finance, or 
khalisse farma, and the minister of whites (foreigners) or korei farma. T h e kanfari or 
balama was a kind of viceroy or inspector general of the empire. The wanei farma of the 
Songhay (head of sanitation) was the equivalent of the santigui of the Malinke. The sao 
farma was the Mandingo tu tigui or master of the forests. In Mali, the chief smith ful­
filled the functions formerly held by a prince of the blood. The Songhay hari farma was 
the dji tigui of the Malinke or master of the waters (somono or bozo). 

87. Al-'Umarî, loc. cit. Some of the provinces he mentions have not been identified, 
perhaps because the names were corrupt forms. 
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plate 6.12 Mali empire: statue ofa horseman, found in the Bamako region (thermoluminescent

dating: 680 ± 105 years before 1979; 1 194-1404)
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This flexible provincial organization incorporating local leaders gave Mali 
considerable stability. T h e security of goods and of persons was guaranteed 
by effective policies and an a r m y that long remained invincible. 

The army 
W e do not k n o w m u c h about the n u m b e r of soldiers in the a r m y ; Arab 
sources usually mention the figure of iooooo m e n , but this indicates only 
an order of magnitude. T h e strength of the a r m y lay in the warlike nature 
and sense of discipline of the M a n d i n g o , w h o were the army's most 
important element. Garrisons were located in the principal cities of the 
empire, such as Walata, G a o , T i m b u k t u and Niani. T h e mansa's authority 
was effective as far as Teghazza; the respect that Mali inspired a m o n g 
the princes of the Maghr ib can be measured by their pleas for help from 
M a n s a M ü s ä in recovering their thrones.88 

T h e aristocracy or 'nobility of the quiver' were soldiers by choice. T h e 
cavalry was m a d e u p of ton-tigui or quiver-bearers; from Sundiata's time, 
it was an élite corps. For the most part, the horses c a m e from 
Takrür or Jolof, but horse-breeding prospered in the Niger valley. A 
M a n d i n g o cavalryman would be armed with long spears and sabres in 
addition to his b o w and arrows.8 9 A s an élite corps, the cavalry was 
directly under the orders of the mansa . T h e infantry was c o m m a n d e d 
by the minor nobility. T h e y were armed with lances or quivers according 
to the area from which they c a m e : M a n d e soldiers usually had b o w s and 
arrows; those from the Sahara carried skin shields and fought with lances. 
At its zenith, the empire does not seem to have had slave battalions; these 
appeared only later in the Mali a r m y . Each province provided a contingent 
of freedmen; the existence of garrisons in the cities and numerous 
troops along the sensitive frontiers, such as the Sahel-Sahara, guaranteed 
the empire for m a n y years against uprisings or the incursions of neighbours. 

E c o n o m i c life 

Agriculture 
T h e empire of the mansas was k n o w n abroad for its riches in gold; but 
the economy was essentially based on agriculture and cattle-rearing, which 
occupied the majority of the population. A n u m b e r of M a n d i n g o songs 
glorify agricultural life. Nobles did not disdain working in the fields. After 
war , farming was the ordinary occupation of freedmen. Hunt ing was 
closely linked to farming. These two activities were the only ones that a 
noble could undertake without loss of status. W e do not k n o w the details 
of rural activities; nevertheless Portuguese navigators' records of the four-

88. Ibn Khaldün. loe. cit., p. 347; I. B . Kaké, 1980, pp. 46-51. 
89. Kaké, 1980; al-'Umarî, loe. cit., pp. 57-9. 
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teenth century reveal that there was no shortage of foodstuffs. Rice was 
grown in the valleys of the Niger and Sankarani, in Senegambia and in 
Kaabu . 9 0 Millet, which grows best in dry terrain, was the main product of 
the Sahel, which received two or three months of rain. Beans and other 
vegetables were also grown. Ibn Battüta emphasizes the abundant supplies 
of food in Mali: the cost of living was low and travellers did not have to 
carry provisions, because they would find abundant food in each village.91 

Thanks to this agricultural wealth, the mansa was able to maintain a 
large army and play the role of 'father of his people', offering them fre­
quent feasts. At each harvest, a contribution, even if it was only 
symbolic, had to be given to the mansa or his representative: rejection 
of the authority of the mansa was demonstrated by a refusal to give the 
first fruits. In M a n d e , it was a tradition to give the chief the first yams 
of the season as a mark of respect; yam thieves were severely punished 
by the mansa. Cotton growing was widespread throughout the empire by 
the end of the fifteenth century; Portuguese sailors described the Cas-
amance as rich in cotton, which was traded for iron. 

Animal-rearing and fishing 
Animal-rearing was the speciality of peoples of the Sahel such as the Fulani, 
but by the fourteenth century most of the Niger valley peasants were 
raising cattle, sheep and goats. By that period a number of Fulani groups 
had settled in Jolof, Takrür and M a n d e , drawn by the rich pastures of the 
valley. 

Fishing was the profession of very specialized groups, such as the 
Somono of the upper Niger, the Bozo on the middle Niger and the 
Sorko between Timbuktu and Gao in Songhay country. Smoked or dried 
fish were packed in large baskets for sale throughout the empire to the 
borders of the southern forest. It is not very long since fish from 
Mopti (the town which has replaced Jenne) were eaten in modern 
Ghana, in the Ivory Coast and Upper Volta.92 

Craftsmen 
Crafts were practised by certain clans. Iron-working was the business of 
the smiths. Iron was abundant in the Mandingo mountains as well as in 
the Niani region. T h e smiths manufactured farm implements (daba, 
sickles) and weapons.93 T h e mansa had great forges at Niani. Skins and 
leather, handled by the shoemaker clans, were a rich resource which the 
countries to the north imported in large quantities. Goldsmiths were greatly 

90. V . Fernandes, French transi. 1951. 
91. Al- 'Umarï, loc. cit. Y a m s store well and can be eaten through the winter. 
92. See Chapter 8 below. The fees levied on fishermen and peasants were fixed by 

custom and paid by each family. They suggest serfdom rather than slavery. 
93. Filipowiak, 1970. All around the Niani area, archaeologists have located iron-

mines. T h e ore is of good quality. 
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plate 6.13 Mali empire: statuette ofa beardedfigure, madefrom terracotta (thermoluminescent

dating: 860 ± 180 years before 1979; 939-1299)
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plate 6.14 Mali empire: terracotta statuette ofmother and child (thermoluminescent dating:

690 ± before 1979; 1 184-1394)
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plate 6.15 Mali empire: coiled serpent in terracotta (thermoluminescent dating: 420 ± 65

years before 1979; 1494-1624)
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plate 6.16 Mali empire: terracotta statuette ofkneelingfigure, from Bankoni region (thermo¬

luminescent dating: 1396-1586)
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honoured. Gold was worked in M a n d e by smiths called Siaki, w h o lived 
in the great urban centres. In Takrur and Jolof the forging of precious 
metals was a tradition dating back the the kaya tnaghan. T h e craftsmen of 
these regions were among the most famous in West Africa. 

Weaving also flourished; there was considerable trade among the 
provinces of the empire in rolls of cotton, which were exported to the 
peoples in the south. Cloth dyed with indigo quickly became a speciality 
of the Takrür and Soninke peoples. A special clan, the M a b o , handled 
weaving and dyeing in Takrür. 

Craftsmen married within their clan. During the time of the mansas, 
the clans certainly had duties, but they also had carefully defined rights. 
Neither the emperor nor the nobles — and certainly not mere freedmen 
- could ask for more than was fixed by custom. 

Trade 
Gold, salt, copper and kola nuts were extremely important to Mali's 
economy. Mali had m a n y gold-mines, which made it the largest producer 
of precious metals in the ancient world. Gold was mined in Bure, the 
province bordering M a n d e , whose people were occupied solely in mining 
the yellow metal. B a m b u k , Galam on the upper Senegal river and the 
area around Niani also produced gold (see Fig. 6.10). As in the time of 
the kaya maghan, the mansa had an exclusive right to gold nuggets.94 

Mali also got gold from the forest regions to the south. Begho, in Bron 
land (present-day Ghana), was a major centre for trade in kola nuts, gold and 
copper.95 Salt extracted at Teghazza and Ijil was retailed by the Dioula 
throughout the empire; the coastal regions of Senegambia produced sea-
salt, but this did not reach the interior. Takedda was then a great centre 
for the production and sale of copper; cast in strips, the metal was exported 
to the south, whose people valued it more highly than gold. W e n o w know 
that this copper was sold not only to the Akan, but also in the 
cultural region of Benin-Ife/Igbo-Ukwu.96 Mali imported kola nuts from 
the countries to the south; the Soninke and Malinke specialized in this 
trade and thus came into contact with m a n y of the forest people, including 
the Akan and the Guru (peoples w h o today inhabit Ghana and the Ivory 
Coast), w h o called them dioula or wangara (traders).97 

As they searched for kola nuts and gold, the Mandingo built staging 
posts along the roads leading from the banks of the Niger to Kong (now in 

94. Al-'Umarï, loc. cit. 
95. M . Posnansky, 1974. It would be hazardous to venture an estimate of the 

quantities of gold sent annually to the countries of the north. Nevertheless, demand was 
very high in the fourteenth century all round the Mediterranean, with the adoption of 
the gold standard by the merchant cities such as Marseilles and Genoa. 

96. See Chapters 11 and 25 below, for the trans-Saharan trade and commerce between 
the savannah and the forest. 

97. For trade in kola nuts in the forest region, see J. Zunon Gnobo , 1976. 
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the Ivory Coast) and Begho (now in the Republic of Ghana). They 
propagated Islam and their Mandingo culture far to the south.98 Accord­
ing to Hausa traditions, Islam was introduced into the central Sudan by the 
Wangara in the fourteenth century." T h e Dioula or Wangara sent car­
avans of donkeys towards the forest, laden with salt, cotton goods and 
copper objects; they also used pedlars. Thus Valentim Fernandes reported 
that some Wangara from Jenne had up to 200 slaves transporting salt 
to southern countries in exchange for their gold.100 This tradition and their 
keen business sense still characterizes the Mandingo today; they remain 
the moving spirits in West African trade. 

98. The movement of the Mandingo towards the south accelerated at the end of the 
fifteenth century, when Mali lost its eastern provinces in the Niger Bend. 

99. See Chapters 11 and 25 below. 
100. V . Fernandes, French transi. 1938, pp. 85-6; see also Chapter 25 below. 
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T h e decline of the Mali 
empire 

M . L Y - T A L L 

Introduction 

After the fourteenth century, dominated by the spectacular figure of Mansa 
K a n k u M ü s ä , Mali underwent a long period of decline. T h e fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries were marked by a shift of the empire's centre of interest 
towards the west. Mali's trade, which had hitherto been with the Arab 
world, turned partially towards the coast, while the Muslim trading 
monopoly remained intact for other countries south of the Sahara, such 
as Songhay and K a n e m . T h e markets of Sutuco and Jagrancura on the 
River Gambia replaced the markets of Jenne and Timbuktu, which had 
passed under Songhay control. It is therefore understandable that Arab 
sources do not tell us m u c h about this period. Ibn Khaldün, the principal 
source for the chronology of the Mali mansas, keeps us informed up to 
the end of the fourteenth century. ' After him, more than a century passed 
before Leo Africanus' Africae Descriptio provided the last important Arab 
evidence on the Mali empire.2 

T h e growing importance of the West can be explained by the Portuguese 
presence following the capture of Ceuta in 1415; the Arab Berbers were 
not the only ones to trade with West Africa. European sources, especially 
Portuguese travel accounts, took over from the Arabic sources and contain 
valuable information about the western provinces of Mali, especially 
Gambia and Casamance. T h e accounts of Ca da Mosto and Diogo G o m e s , 
w h o went up the River Gambia in 1455 and 1456 respectively, are com­
plementary.3 For the early sixteenth century w e have two pieces of evidence 
of nearly the same date, the Esmeraldo de Situ Orbis of Duarte Pacheco 
Pereira ( 1505-6) and the valuable account of Valentim Fernandes ( 1506-7).4 

1. Ibn Khaldün completed the bulk of the work on his Kitäb al-Ibar in 1393-4, although 
he was constantly revising it up to his death in 1406. 

2. Leo Africanus, as he was known to Europe, or al-Hassan b. M u h a m m a d al-Wuzza'n 
(f. 1494-1552), does not seem to have actually visited all the countries he mentions; there 
are a number of clues that urge caution. 

3. A . da Ca da Mosto, French transi. 1895; D . G o m e s , French transi. 1959. 
4. D . Pacheco Pereira, French transi. 1956; V . Fernandes, French transi. 1951. 
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But the most important source, which shows us the last flickers of power 
and the renown of Mali even in the last quarter of the sixteenth century, 
is the Tratado Breve dos Ríos de Guiñé by André Alvares d'Almada, a 
Portuguese born in Africa on the island of Santiago do Cabo-Verde, w h o 
often went to the coast of Guinea on business. 

Alongside these written documents, Arabic and European, w e have the 
oral traditions, which often give us valuable information despite the lapse 
of time. T h e Sudanese chronicles of the mid-seventeenth century, the 
Ta'rtkh al-Südän and the Td'rïkh al-fattäsh., in spite of their authors' lack 
of impartiality, are extremely useful for knowledge of Mali after its break­
up. As far as Mali's relations with Songhay are concerned, the chronicles 
are supplemented by all the Mandingo traditions from the Republic of 
Guinea, Mali and the Gambia. The traditions of the Siguiri region have a 
good deal to say about Niani Mansa M a m u r u , w h o is identified with Mansa 
M u h a m m a d IV by Yves Person.5 T o the west, the traditions of the western 
Mandingo are particularly important because of the special economic role 
of the province of Gambia in the Mandingo empire in the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries. N o less important are the traditions of the Mandingo 
kingdom of Kaabu or G a b u . The Fulani traditions of Futa Toro and Futa 
Jallon also shed a great deal of light on relations between the Mandingo 
empire and the Fulani state of Futa Toro. By using as yet unexploited 
Portuguese sources and by investigating the traditions more thoroughly, 
we can approach the history of the Mandingo empire in the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries from a new angle. 

F rom the fourteenth century, Mali's relations with North Africa were 
strengthened as a consequence of Mansa Kanku Müsä's celebrated pil­
grimage to Mecca. There ensued an intense development both of the 
economy and of culture, a development which carried the influence of 
Mali well beyond its frontiers. But the customs of the country were some­
what disrupted by the massive introduction of Islamic culture. So long 
as energetic mansas like Kanku M ü s ä or Sulaymañ were at the head 
of the empire, all went well. But with their successors, m e n of lesser parts, 
intrigues multiplied at the Mali court. T h e fourteenth century, when Mali 
attained the peak of its power, ended in a weakening of the central authority. 
Meanwhile a new power was developing along the lower Niger, which 
was to supplant the power of Mali in all its northern provinces: Songhay. 

The Mali empire loses control of trans-Saharan trade 
It was the Tuareg and the Berbers, before Sunni 'AIT and the Songhay 
troops, w h o struck the first blows at the Mandingo empire. 

5. Y . Person, 1970. The first M u h a m m a d reigned from 1305 to 1310; the mansa who 
attacked Jenne in 1599 was the fourth ofthat name. 
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T h e Tuareg and the Berbers 

At the pinnacle of its power in the fourteenth century, the Mandingo empire 
had various Berber groups under its rule. S o m e of these, such as the Kel 
Antessar, the Yantara, the Meddusa and the Lemtuna, had already begun 
to live a sedentary life as part of Mandingo society and to pay tribute 
to the mansa; others, however, living as nomads in the Aïr and the Adrar 
des Iforhas, were more rebellious. Their submission was effective only 
under certain mansas like Kanku M ü s ä and Sulaymän. At the death of 
Mansa M ü s ä II, about 1387, a period of crises over the succession began in 
M a n d e . T h e descendants of Sundiata - the senior branch of the royal family 
— tried to regain the power which since Kanku M ü s ä had been held by the 
junior branch, the descendants of Sundiata's younger brother, M a n d e Bory. 

These struggles for the succession, with two mansas assassinated in three 
years, greatly weakened the royal power and the central authority, especially 
in the Sahel regions. F r o m the fifteenth century on, the Tuareg m a d e 
m a n y forays against the town of Timbuktu, which they captured around 
1433, along with most of the Sahel cities, including Walata, N e m a and 
possibly even Gao . 

By thus depriving Mali of its former northern provinces, the southward 
drive of the Tuareg reinforced their role and position in trans-Saharan 
trade. But their military predominance did not last long. T h e emergence 
of the state of Songhay under Sunni 'All was a decisive set-back for the 
Tuareg and explains the later ideological struggles between Sunni cAlï 
and the Timbuktu aristocracy of scholars and 'ultima? w h o came for the 
most part from the Berber town of Walata. 

T h e principal result of these Tuareg military activities and the supremacy 
of Songhay was a threat of economic suffocation. But the development 
of Atlantic trade following the arrival of the Portuguese provided a breath­
ing space. T h e western provinces, which had hitherto seen the hinterland 
in the dominant role, found their commercial importance growing. 

The western Mali provinces 

There had been a fruitless attempt to sail the Atlantic under Mansa A b u 
Bakr, the predecessor of Mansa Kanku M ü s ä ; 6 but despite this the 
provinces of Senegambia and the ocean itself had played only a marginal 
role in the geopolitical and commercial orientation of Mali before the 
Portuguese discoveries. F r o m the fifteenth century onwards, however, the 
sovereigns of Portugal and Mali established diplomatic relations, and 
commercial links were close. 

Trade 
T h e mansas of Mali remained in control of the Bure gold-mines; in addition, 
Wangara traders went in search of gold as far afield as Asante. Caravans 

6. See Chapter 26 below. 
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plate 7.1 The Kama-blon of Kangaba (septennial ceremonies hut), a general view

plate 7.2 The Kama-blon of Kangaba, facade



PLATE 7.3 View of Kamalia (south-west ofKangaba, Mali), from Mungo Park's Travels in

the Interior Districts of Africa (1799)

came periodically to the coast to exchange gold for copper, black and blue

cotton cloth, linen, fabrics from India, red yarn, and even garments
ornamented with gold and silver. It often happened that the Wangara had

more gold than the value of the merchandise brought by the caravels,
and returned with the remainder. They were in fact very shrewd dealers,

who had weights and balances and were therefore no longer content with

vague estimates. They thus succeeded in making the maximum profit from
their gold.7

Very early on, the Europeans made use of the possibilities of exchange
between various regions. They bought horses in Futa, which they sold
in Gambia. The trade in horses, by strengthening the Mandingo armies,
brought about the development of another trade, that in slaves. With the

growing demand for horses by the kings of Jolof and the Mali governors
of Gambia, the Portuguese, who were settling increasing numbers of

7. D. Pacheco Pereira, French transi. 1956, pp. 69 and 73; A. Alvares d'Almada, French

transi. 1842, pp. 26, 27, 29, 30 and 43.
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Negroes in Portugal, acquired the habit of exchanging horses for slaves (to 
begin with, one horse for eight slaves, but soon it was one for fifteen). Trade 
relations rapidly began to deteriorate, to the detriment of the Africans. 

Trade thrived in the western provinces of the Mali empire until the 
end of the sixteenth century. Even in 1594, the Portuguese André Alvares 
d'Almada wrote that 'it is in Gamb ia that there is the largest volume of 
trade in all Guinea'; and Gambia was then still a province of Mali.8 But 
trade provided an occupation for only one specialized group of the popula­
tion, the Wangara. T h e great majority of people were peasants and animal 
rearers. 

Agriculture and animal-rearing 
T h e western provinces of Mali, well watered by rain and rivers, were an 
attractive sight in the rainy season, with their fine fields of cotton and 
rice, especially along the banks of the Gambia . 9 This majestic river becomes 
swollen with the abundant rainfall it receives throughout its length and 
deposits rich alluvial soil on its banks. Its floods at that time were so ex­
tensive that sometimes ships coming upriver were swept from the river 
bed and ended up among the trees. ' ° T h e galleries of forests along its banks 
teemed with game, while further inland, where the trees were sparser, 
lived great herds of elephants, whose tusks supplied the ivory trade. Like 
the eastern Mandingo, those of the west were keen hunters, and hunting 
was inseparable from religion, since to win a reputation as a hunter one 
had to know the forest well, and this was associated with magic. In the 
western provinces, which were very d a m p , animal-rearing was linked 
with agriculture; the peasants were both herdsmen and cultivators. There 
were more and more Fulani shepherds in Gambia , w h o tended to settle 
d o w n around the abundant pastures. Fulani communities became organized 
and began to play a political role towards the end of the fifteenth century, 
as w e shall see. T h e role of animal-rearing was not negligible, but trade 
in skins developed m u c h later. 

Society and its customs 
T h e family was based on matrilineal descent. As with the Soninke in Ghana, 
children belonged to their mother's lineage. In the political sphere, this 
meant matrilineal succession. For example, the chief of all Gambia , Farin 
Sangoli, was represented by one of his nephews at Niumi, near the mouth 
of the Gambia. A m o n g the western Mandingo, according to Alvares 
d'Almada, several of the attributes of the mansas were linked to the royal 
blood, which explains why a nephew was chosen in order to preclude any 

8. Alvares d'Almada, loc. cit., p. 35. 
9. G . E . de Zurara, French transi, i960, p. 346; A . da Ca da Mosto, French transí. 1895, 

p. 70. 
10. Alvares d'Almada, loc. cit., p. 33. 
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mistake. T h e same explanation is given by al-Bakrï for matrilineal succes­
sion in Ghana. 1 ' Once he had been nominated by the Council of Ancients, 
the new farin was required, in regions such as Casamance, to purify himself 
by withdrawing for one year, during which the country was governed by 
regents. These were frequently generals of the preceding farin, but at least 
one was required to be a m e m b e r of the royal family. ' 2 This obviously 
opened the door to political intrigue. 

Another characteristic of the western Mandingo was to be found in their 
religious beliefs. They were deeply animistic13 In lawsuits the charges 
always related to sorcery. Nearly all cases of illness were put d o w n to 
this practice. T h e accused person was brought before the farin, w h o relied 
for proof solely on what was known as 'the red water judgement'. T h e 
two parties were given water to drink, coloured red with cailcedra roots; 
the one w h o vomited first w o n the lawsuit; the loser, thus recognized as 
a sorcerer, was either thrown to wild animals or taken into captivity, with 
all his family.I4 For the chiefs, this was obviously a very economical method 
of obtaining slaves. 

It was among the chiefs that the greatest number of Muslims were to 
be found, but in most cases religion was only a veneer. For example, in 
Casamance, before embarking on a war, the Musl im mansa was in the 
habit of making the i m a m consult the soothsayers.15 Also in Casamance, 
the Muslim chief m a d e offerings to the dead; he never drank wine or 
dolo without pouring out some drops on the ground as a libation to the 
dead. In the fields, stakes daubed with rice and maize flour mixed with 
goat's or heifer's blood were supposed to ensure good harvests. Agrarian 
cults remained powerful. In the interior, on the Casamance and Rio Grande 
rivers, the Mandingo kingdom of Kaabu was fiercely attached to traditional 
religion in the fifteenth century. T h e king still depended on the central 
authority of Niani, but he had already subordinated almost all the Mandingo 
provinces. Kaabu traditions call the king 'Kaaba Mansaba' (the great king 
of Kaabu), but in Portuguese texts he was 'Farin Gabo ' . ' 6 

Nevertheless, Islam m a d e considerable progress in these regions, par­
ticularly in the sixteenth century. ' 7 Itinerant marabouts were to be found 
throughout the coastal regions, forbidding the eating of pork and distribut­
ing amulets. A s in the fourteenth century, it was the chiefs in particular 
that the marabouts tried to convert, for once the chief had been converted 
his subjects followed, at least in name. However, this conversion was so 

il. AI-Bakn, French transi. 1965. 
12. Alvares d'Almada, loe. cit., pp. 42 and 80. 
13. Ca da Mosto, loe. cit., p. 40. 
14. Alvares d'Almada, loe. cit., p. 40. 
15. ibid., p. 39. 
16. A . Donelha, Eng. transi. 1977. 
17. This was probably related to changes in traditional religion; in Futa, the beliefs 

of the Hal Pulaar replaced those of the Denianke Fulani. 
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superficial that the same chiefs had no hesitation in abandoning their new 
religion for Christianity at the first opportunity. '8 

Thus w e see that western Mandingo society was faced with new realities, 
namely penetration by Muslim and even Christian culture. These outside 
influences necessarily disturbed the traditional equilibrium. But the most 
serious danger lay elsewhere, and was primarily military. While the peaceful 
Mandingo peoples thought of nothing but furthering the prosperity of their 
trade and agriculture, a formidable power was arising in the north, that of 
the 'Great Ful'.19 

T h e emergence of the Fulani: 
the threat to Mali's western provinces 

The Tengella family: 1490-1512 

Ever since the thirteenth century the Fulani, w h o lived as nomads in 
Termes, had been infiltrating southwards, first in Futa Toro and thence 
towards the great bourgo reaches of Macina and the grassy plateaux of 
Futa Jallon. Starting as dependants of local chiefs, in the end they imposed 
themselves on the autochthonous populations and founded powerful states 
(see Fig. 7.1). This was how the Fulani state of Futa Toro was set up 
under the leadership of Tengella, whose son, Koly, is better known. 

Koly Tengella is one of the African characters whose history has passed 
into the realm of legend. T h e Futa Toro traditions make him a son of 
Sundiata, and Tengella merely his adoptive father. This filiation can only 
be regarded as an attempt by legend to join these two great figures of 
West African medieval history. At the very most one m a y suppose, as 
some have done, that Koly had Mandingo blood.20 

Under the leadership of Tengella and Koly, the Denianke (or Denian 
Kobe) Fulani invaded all of Senegambia. T h e route they followed is still 
debated. S o m e hold that they started from Futa Toro and went towards 
Futa Jallon.21 Others claim that they went in the reverse direction.22 In 
either case they must have come into confrontation with the Mandingo. 2 3 

T h e wars between the Denianke and the mansa of Mali are not precisely 
dated. They took place between 1481 and 1514. T h e Fulani armies were 
vividly remembered in the country's traditions. Nearly a century later, 

18. See the spectacular conversion of the Mansa of Niumi in D . G o m e s , French transi. 
1959, pp. 42-4; see also Alvares d'Almada, loc. cit., p. 25. 

19. The name given to the chief of the Denianke Fulani. 
20. J. Boulègue, 1968, p. 186. • 
21. This is the theory of Delafosse, revised and corrected as far as dates are concerned 

by A . Teixeira da Mota. 
22. Boulègue, op. cit., sets out the grounds for this view. 
23. Perhaps the Ba-Keita connection between the two clans (Fulani and Mandingo) 

was established with reference to Koly Tengella's genealogy. 
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André Alvares d'Almada was told what great numbers of horsemen and 
camel-riders they had had, to say nothing of the herds of cattle that ac­
companied them. Koly not only conquered Futa but settled there, attracted 
by the fertility of the country. 

Mali authority, hitherto exercised mainly in the foothills of Futa Jallon, 
now began to recede. Mali's lines of communication with the western 
provinces were falling back northwards, towards Gambia and Casamance.24 

In the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, therefore, we have a 
narrowing of the corridor linking eastern and western Mali. Mandingo 
traders sent by the Mali mansa to sell gold at the Sutuco market in Gambia 
were no longer safe. They had to make many detours, so that their journey 
sometimes took six months.25 

T h e armies of Koly and his father, swelled by reinforcements from all 
the Fulani settlements (especially in Macina), swept towards Bundu and 
from there towards Futa Toro. 2 6 They crossed the River Gambia at a 
place which was to be known, on that account, as 'Fulani Ford'. T o give 
an idea of their number, the tradition says that to fill up the river, 5 k m 
(or 1 league) wide, each soldier needed only to carry one single stone. 
After Bundu, father and son separated; Tengella headed towards the 
kingdom of Zara, while Koly began the conquest of Futa Toro. 

T h e conquest of the k ingdom of Zara (Diara) 

W e have seen that in the first two years of the sixteenth century the kingdom 
of Zara (Diara or Sankara) had fallen into the hands of the Songhay. 
Hastening to the aid of his brother ' U m a r Komdiägho, w h o was in difficul­
ties in the Mandingo kingdom of Zara, Askiya M u h a m m a d conquered the 
mansa's local representative. H e remained in the region for a long time 
to 'pacify' and organize it on a new basis.27 

But peace was short-lived, for Fulani armies, already on the move, soon 
erupted into the Zara kingdom. T h e askiya's brother had to launch another 
campaign, which was more successful than that against the Mandingo. 
Tengella was vanquished and killed - in 1511-12 according to the Ta'rtkh 
al-Südan;2* in 1512-13 according to the Ta'rïkh al-fattäsh,.29 T h e Songhay 
had shown once again how badly they wanted the kingdom of Zara, which 
would allow them to keep an eye on the B a m b u k u mines. Koly did not 
persist there, but went on towards the Futa Toro.3 0 

24. Person, op. cit., p. 287. 
25. Alvares d'Almada, loc. cit., pp. 30-1. 
26. Boulègue, op. cit., pp. 186-9. 
27. Al-Sa'dî, French transi. 1964, pp. 124-5. 
28. ibid., p. 127. 
29. Mahmiid Ka'ti, French transi. 1964, p. 127. 
30. Al-Sa'dî, loc. cit., p. 127. 
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T h e conquest of Futa To ro and jolof 

Futa was still marked by the Mandingo administration. T h e different farins 
w h o had had to submit to the king of Zara when he was under the 
authority of the Mali mansa became more or less emancipated when Zara 
was annexed by the Songhay. Koly had to fight against small local chiefs 
divided among themselves, which enormously simplified his task. H e estab­
lished his capital at A n y a m - G o d o . F r o m there he led various attacks against 
the Jolof empire, several territories of which he conquered. According to 
traditions collected by Raffenel in 1846, he 'soon became the terror of 
all the neighbouring peoples and especially of the Jolof, w h o m he routed 
in several battles. T h e fine lands which he took under occupation were 
added to his conquests over the Moors; thenceforth the Jolof owned only 
the lands to the south, far removed from the river and its tributaries.'31 

T h e sovereignty of Futa over Jolof lasted until the first half of the eighteenth 
century. 

Mali, then, was gradually stripped of its western possessions by the 
m a n w h o m the Portuguese vaguely designated as the 'Great Ful' - that 
is, the Silatigui of Futa. Nevertheless, the authority of the mansa of Mali 
held good from Gambia to Casamance until the end of the sixteenth 
century, as emerges from the testimony of André Alvares d'Almada. T h e 
mansa was known and obeyed more than 1500 k m (300 leagues) from 
Sutuco, and passed into popular legend as the ruler of all the blacks. T h e 
inhabitants of El Mina called him 'the great elephant', but this was an 
elephant already stricken by old age. 

The end of the Mali empire 

T h e old empire, under attack from the east and from the west, had to 
face another threat which was no less dangerous for being veiled: Portuguese 
interference in the political life of West Africa. 

Mali and the Portuguese: M a n s a M a h m ü d II and M a n s a M a h m ü d III 

After their first, and particularly violent, contacts with black Africa, the 
Portuguese were forced to change their policy because of the coastal popula­
tion's firm will to resist. They now settled down to winning the confidence 
of the local rulers.32 M a n y diplomatic missions were sent by the kings 
of Portugal to their West African counterparts. For instance, between 1481 
and 1495, John II sent embassies to the king of Futa, the koi of Timbuktu 
and the mansa of Mali. 

31. Translated from A . Raffenel, 1846, pp. 317-18. 
32. It was virtually a manhunt. See M . Ly-Tall, 1977, p. 17. 
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There were two embassies to Mali, which showed what importance the 
king of Portugal attached to that country. T h e first one went up the Gambia, 
the second left from Fort El Mina. The mansa who received them was 
called M a h m u d . H e was the son of Mansa Ule and the grandson of Mansa 
M ü s ä . 3 3 Although already struggling with the Denianke Fulani, Mali was 
still very powerful. In a letter to the king of Portugal, Mansa M a h m ü d II 
estimated that his might was matched only by that of four sultans - those 
of Yemen , Baghdad, Cairo and Takrür.34 In 1534 Mansa M a h m ü d III 
received a mission sent by Joâo de Barros, w h o represented the king of 
Portugal at Fort El Mina, to negotiate with the Mandingo ruler on various 
questions concerning trade on the River Gambia. 

However, the Portuguese had already begun to meddle in the domestic 
conflicts of the coastal countries. For instance, around 1482, one Bemoy, 
a regent on the throne of Jolof, received aid from the king of Portugal 
against the legitimate heirs. These 'friendship' missions were also sources 
of information on the internal situation of the old empire. Another Portu­
guese policy was to give trading advantages to the small coastal chiefs 
and thus induce them to free themselves from the yoke of the M a n d e 
mansa. That was what happened in the kingdom of Salum. 

Mali and the k ingdom of Sa lum 

Salum was most probably founded by M 'Begane N ' D u r , king of Sine, 
in the late fifteenth century, and it expanded greatly in the sixteenth. 
Towards 1566 it occupied the north of the River Gambia and a large part 
of Sine. The strength of its administrative and military structures made 
it one of the most powerful chiefdoms in the province of Gambia. The 
Portuguese trader, André Alvares d'Almada, was particularly struck by 
the efficiency of its military organization. T w o captains-general, the jagarafs 
(or jaraf), were set over all the village chiefs, or jagodims: ' W h e n the king 
wishes to raise an army he has only to tell the two jagarafs, who transmit 
his orders to the jagodims, and each of these assembles his men ; so that 
in a short time he has raised a large army, including many horsemen on 
mounts purchased from the Fulani and the Moors . ' 3 5 

The kingdom of Salum eventually freed itself from Gambian tutelage 
and even annexed several of the little riverside chiefdoms of which that 
kingdom was composed. In the early seventeenth century (1620-4), the 
Englishman Richard Jobson reported that the kingdom of Gambia was 
no longer spoken of in those parts.36 In place of this important province 

33. Note the frequency of the names M a h m ü d , Ule and Musa. H o m o n y m y was c o m m o n 
practice in the Mali royal family. 

34. Mansa M a h m ü d II probably yielded to the temptation of slightly exaggerating his 
power. 

35. Translated from Alvares d'Almada, loc. cit., pp. 26 and 28. 
36. R . Jobson, 1932 edn. 
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of Mali there were now three kingdoms: Salum, Wuli and Cantor.37 

What was left of the old Mali empire had just lost its only remaining 
window on the outside world. In one last effort in 1599, the mansa of 
Mali tried to regain his foothold in the central delta of the Niger. It was 
his swan song. 

Mali's last bid: the defeat of M a n s a M a h m ü d IV at Jenne, 1599 

Mansa M a h m ü d IV tried to take advantage of the troubled situation created 
in the Niger delta by the Moroccan occupation. Strengthened by the 
support of most of the local Bambara and Fulani chiefs (the Kala Chaa 
of the Boka; the Kala or Hamadi Amina of Macina; and the canton chiefs 
of Farko and O m a ) , he marched on Jenne. But he was betrayed by the 
Kala Chaa, who, seeing that his two captains-general, the Zengar Z u m a 
and the Faran Sura, were absent, chose to side with the Moroccans. But 
for this treason, the mansa of Mali might perhaps have succeeded in re­
taking Jenne. At all events, when the Moroccan reinforcements reached 
the city, they were impressed by the army of the Mali emperor, 'whose 
troops were so many that they stretched to the arm of the river where 
boats had to pass to reach the city'.38 

Thanks to the judicious advice of the Kala Chaa, the Moroccans got 
the better of the Mandingo army after a violent bombardment. But even 
in defeat the mansa received the honours due to him. The Kala Chaa 
and the Sorya M u h a m m a d , 'having met him in a safe place, saluted him 
as sultan and bared their heads to do him honour, as was their custom'. 
Mansa M a h m ü d ' s final attempt at regaining control of the great commercial 
metropolis of West Africa thus ended in failure. The provinces that were 
still dependent on the mansa freed themselves one by one. This crumbling 
away was to give rise to five small kingdoms, according to al-Sa'dï.39 

It was the Bambara (Bamanan) w h o profited from the collapse of Mali. 
Under the mansas, up to the early seventeenth century, they had set up 
fairly important centres in the kingdom of Zara and the inner Niger delta. 
Throughout the seventeenth century these were greatly strengthened by 
immigration, the most important waves of which were led by the two 
brothers Baramangolo and Niangolo to form the foundation of the Bambara 
kingdoms of Segu and Kaarta. Mali was reduced to a mere kingdom, 
Manding, and now included only the regions of Kaabu, Kita, Dioma and 
Kyumawanya . 4 0 

37. Boulègue, op. cit., p. 238; Donelha, loc. cit., revealed the existence of the kingdom 
of Kaabu or Gabu (Farin Gabo). It seems that after 1600 this Mandingo kingdom was the 
largest part of Senegambia. 

38. Al-Sa'dï, loc. cit., p. 279. 
39. ibid.; pp. 279 and 21. 
40. Person, op. cit., p. 283. 
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Conclusion 
T h e Mali empire underwent a long period of political decline. Shorn of 
its northern provinces in the first half of the fifteenth century, to the ad­
vantage first of the Tuaregs and then of the Songhay, it remained along­
side this new state until the end of the sixteenth century, thanks to the 
economic strength of its western provinces. T h e vitality of the Wangara 
and the Dioula m a d e the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries a period of 
cultural and commercial influence. T h e Europeans w h o visited western 
Mali have left us a picture of firm political, economic and social structures. 

Administratively, the mansa of Mali was represented by a farin with 
m a n y village chiefs under him - niumi-mansa, bati-mansa, casamansa and 
so on. In the mid-fifteenth century, the farin was called Sangoli and lived 
south-east of the village of Batimansa, ten days' journey to the south.41 

S o m e of these village chiefs were slaves attached to the royal family. Succes­
sion was usually matrilineal; thus Diogo G o m e s tells us that Frangazik, 
chief of a village near the mouth of the Gambia, was the nephew of the 
Farin Sangoli.42 But in the sixteenth century, with the conversion of certain 
local mansas to Islam, w e find succession from father to son being intro­
duced. Kaabu became a more powerful kingdom from the sixteenth century 
onward, asserting its independence and dominating the lands of Sene-
gambia.43 

T h e farin had a large retinue, including m a n y slaves. T o salute him, 
slaves had to take off their clothes; freed m e n discarded their weapons and 
knelt with their faces to the ground. Government officials, or farba, scoured 
the villages to raise taxes, the mansas' main source of revenue. 

T h e area was irrigated by the Rivers Gambia and Casamance and 
abundantly provided with agricultural produce. All the Portuguese sources 
for the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries speak of the fine fields of cotton, 
the vast rice plantations, the lush forests of the kingdoms of Gambia and 
Casamance. But the most important economic activity was trade. Salt 
extracted at the mouth of the Gambia was sent to the interior to be traded 
for gold. Trade gave rise to towns with highly important markets along 
the Gambia - Sutuco and J a m n a m Sura - which were regular stops for 
Portuguese traders selling horses, wine, Breton cloth, glass trinkets, beads, 
nails and bracelets. T h e Mandingo merchants w h o m they met there im­
pressed them with their experience in trade.44 Traffic in gold brought 
hi^h profits, which led to the formation of a caste of rich traders, the 
Wangara. These precursors of the Dioula played a very important part 

41. Ca da Mosto, French transi. 1937, p. 67. 
42. Gomes, loc. cit., p. 34. 
43. Alvares d'Almada, loc. cit., p. 8; Donelha, loc. cit., pp. 119-20. 
44. Alvares d'Almada, loc. cit., p. 29; he says they used scales to weigh their gold and 

managed the weights 'perfectly'. 
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in disseminating Mandingo culture, particularly in the forest areas to the 
south (the present-day Ivory Coast, Ghana and Guinea). 

In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries the influence of Islam in the 
West remained weak.4 5 Diogo G o m e s did meet at Niumi Mansa's court 
a marabout from the western provinces of Mali, but his influence was 
so slight that the Portuguese traveller had no trouble in converting the 
mansa to Christianity.46 It was only from the second half of the sixteenth 
century onwards that Islam began to penetrate deep into the kingdom 
of Gambia. Though the chiefs were often Musl im, they nevertheless 
preserved their animistic beliefs. Kaabu was the bastion of traditional 
religion in Senegambia. It barred the road to the Muslims, both Fulani 
and Sarakolle, until the nineteenth century.47 

With the decline of the gold trade, many Mandingo withdrew towards 
the south, attracted by the kola trade.48 T h e late sixteenth century saw 
m a n y migrations of the Mandingo towards the south and the south-east, 
where they formed numerous settlements along the kola routes.49 It was 
to these centres that Samory was to turn in the nineteenth century for 
support in founding his empire. 

45. The great majority of the inhabitants of the Gambia were animists: J. Barros, Eng. 
transi. 1937, p. 70. 

46. Gomes , loe. cit., pp. 42-4. 
47. Alvares d'Almada, loe. cit., p. 28, S. M . Cissoko and M . Sidibé, papers presented 

at the Mandingo Conference, London, 1972. 
48. There was a decline in the gold trade as the slave trade on the coast intensified. 
49. Person, op. cit., p. 284. 
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The Songhay from the 
12th to the 16th century 

S. M . CISSOKO 

After a long evolution lasting nearly 800 years, the Songhay, w h o had settled 
on both banks of the middle Niger, established a powerful state in the 
sixteenth century and unified a large portion of the western Sudan, thus 
making possible the flowering of a brilliant civilization which had been in 
the making for centuries. For the sake of greater clarity, w e shall divide 
this evolution into two major periods, attempting to distinguish their main 
features as far as w e are able to discern them in Songhay traditions, in 
Arab and European sources and especially in the two Ta'rtkhs of 
Timbuktu. ' 

Kingdom of Gao from the twelfth century to the advent of 
Sunni cAlï Ber in 1464 

Little is k n o w n of the history of the Songhay before the reign of Sunni 'All 
Ber (1464-92). T h e few Arab sources which exist concerning this period 
raise more questions than they answer. T h e oral traditions give only a very 
imperfect picture of what life was like in these ancient times. T h e study of 
this period will therefore be critical. It will raise more problems than it 
solves, and even the solutions put forward can be no more than hypotheses 
for research. 

K i n g d o m of G a o in the twelfth century 

B y virtue of its geographical situation on the Niger, at the edges of the 
Sudan and the Sahel, G a o became in the twelfth century the capital of the 
newly established Songhay state and ended up by eclipsing the old city of 
Kükya , or K ü g h a as it is called by Arab writers. T h e salt trade with Tawtek 
(this place has not been identified), the merchandise brought from Libya, 

1. Al-Sa'dl, French transí. 1964; M a h m u d Ka'ti, French transi. 1964. These two works, 
written by Sudanese authors about the middle of the seventeenth century, are the funda­
mental source for the history of the Songhay and the western Sudan for the period under 
consideration. 
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Egypt and Ifrlkiya via Tadmekka and the caravans from Tuat and beyond in 
the western Maghrib made Gao a great cosmopolitan market. 

Arab sources are, nevertheless, not very accurate about the name of the 
town. Al-Bakrï, who transcribed the name ' K a w - K a w ' , wrote that the town 
was situated on the Niger.2 Al-Idrîsï distinguishes the town from Kügha, 
which he describes as 'populous and walled', on the north bank, 20 days' 
march from ' K a w - K a w ' (Gao-Gao) to the north.3 What should be noted is 
the existence, in the twelfth century, of both Gao and Kükya. 

T h e kingdom, which stretched along both banks of the Niger from Dendi 
to Gao , was governed by the Dia or Za, probably a Songhay minority 
w h o had intermarried with Berbers.4 In any case, in the eleventh century 
the Dia bore the Songhay title of kanta or kanda. The major event was the 
conversion of the Dia Kossoi to Islam in 1019. His example does not appear 
to have been followed by the Songhay, w h o long remained faithful to their 
traditional religious beliefs and practices. The funerary stelae found at G a o -
Sane bear Islamic names which differ from those in the Ta'rtkhs. For many 
reasons, they may be thought to have been brought into the region from 
outside. (See Plates 8.1 and 8.2.) 

Mand ingo domination and the Sunni dynasty: the thirteenth to 
the fifteenth century 

Possibly about 1275, although more likely between 1285 and 1300/ the 
Mandingo armies conquered the kingdom of Gao. About 1324-5, Mansa 
M ü s ä built a mosque in Gao on his return from a pilgrimage. T h e 
Mandingo organized the region of the Niger Bend under the direction of 
the farin or governors, and encouraged its economic development. G a o 
became a major commercial centre, one of the finest towns in the Sudan.6 

Mandingo domination was not unbroken. The Dia of G a o was in point of 
fact a tributary, who took advantage of the difficulties in Mali to break away 
from it. It appears in any case that the end of the fourteenth century marked 
the cessation of Mandingo domination over Gao . A new dynasty, that of the 
Sunni, established by 'All Kolon in the thirteenth century, became 
independent and ousted the Mandingo. 

T h e origin of this dynasty raises unsolved problems, but Boubou H a m a 

2. V . Monteil, 1968, p. 79. 
3. Al-Idrïsï, French transi. 1866, section 3, pp. 12-14. 
4. Al-Sa'dï, loe. cit., eh. 1, gives a legend concerning the origin of the Za or Dia, whose 

ancestor is said to have come from the Yemen. M . Delafosse, 1912, Vol. 2, thinks that the 
Dia were Lemta Berbers, converted to Christianity, w h o freed the kingdom of Gao from the 
marauding Sorko. B . H a m a , 1968, considers the Dia to be a minority group of the northern 
Songhay, of mixed blood, converts to Islam. 

5. Monteil, op. cit., clarifies the question through a careful criticism of Delafosse's thesis 
(op. cit.), which places the Mandingo conquest in 1324-5. 

6. Ibn Battfita, French transi. 1966, p. 72. 
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plate 8. i Stela no nfrom Gao-Sane (SO50-59 bis); rectangular quartz stela (height 0.38 m;

width 0.28 m). 'This is the tomb ofMuhammad b. al-Gum 'a, God have mercy on him. He died

on Friday 6 SHa'ban 496 [15 May 1103].'
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plate 8.2 Stela no 14 from Gao-Sane (SO 50-54): yellow green shale stela (height 0.49 m;

width 0.29 m). 'Every living being is perishable and must return unto God. This is the tomb of

Hawa [?] daughter ofMuhammad, God have mercy on her. She died in the night of. . . Thursday

12 Ramadan 534 AH [1 May 1140].'
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thinks they came from Kükya and drove the Mandingo out of G a o . 7 T h e 
Sunni, also known as Sii or Shi, were warriors. T h e last three of the line 
left G a o and carried the war westwards towards the rich Macina and the 
empire of Mali. Sunni M a d a w u , the father of Sunni 'Alï, embarked on a 
great raiding expedition against Niani, the capital of the Mandingo empire, 
and sacked it, carrying off 24 slave tribes belonging to the mansa. His 
successor, Sunni Sulaymän D a a m a , in his turn invaded and destroyed 
N e m a , the centre of the Soninke province of the Mali empire, and carried 
off considerable booty. T h e wars increased the monarch's scope for action. 
T h e king of G a o became the real master of the Niger Bend. T h e dynasty 
reached its peak with the accession of Sunni 'Alï in 1464. 

T h e Songhay empire in the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries 

Sunni 'Alï Ber or Sunni 'All the Great (1464-92) 

Sunni 'Alï Ber changed the fortunes of the kingdom of Gao . H e abandoned 
the raiding policies of his predecessors in favour of territorial conquest.8 

For this, he possessed a seasoned and well-organized army commanded by 
competent leaders. There was a flotilla on the Niger commanded by the 
hi-koi (the minister for the river and the fleet), a body of foot soldiers whose 
ranks were continually being swelled by the enlistment of conquered 
warriors, and above all a force of cavalry, whose great mobility spearheaded 
the conquests of the great Sunni. Throughout his reign, Sunni 'Alï Ber 
patrolled every part of the Niger region at the head of his horsemen, taking 
his enemies by surprise, disconcerting them by his speed, and imposing his 
authority by violence and fear. In the minds of his contemporaries, he 
acquired a reputation of invincibility and was the living incarnation of the 
spirit of war. H e was reputed to be a great magician and seen as an 
extraordinary and charismatic figure; the people conferred on him the title 
of daali.9 

Like his predecessors, Sunni 'Alï was attracted by the rich region of the 
west and the towns and central delta of the Niger. Step by step, he con­
quered Jenne - part of the Macina, where he slaughtered a large number 
of Fulani - and in 1468, most important of all, Timbuktu. H e attacked the 
Tuareg and drove them back into the northern Sahel. In the south, he led 
several expeditions against the Dogon , the Mossi and the Bariba. In 1483 he 
encountered the Mossi king, Nasere I, who was returning from Walata 
laden with valuable booty, and conquered him near Jenne, thus putting a 
stop for ever to the Mossi threat in the valley of the Niger. 

7. B . H a m a , op. cit., ch. 3-5. 
8. O n the Songhay empire, see also A . W . Pardo, 1971, pp. 41-59. 
9. M a h m u d Ka'ti, loc. cit., p. 84, renders daali as 'le Très Haut' ('the Most High'), 

and thinks this title applicable to God. 
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At the time of his accidental death in 1492, Sunni CA1T was the master of 
a great empire based on the Niger, extending from Dendi to Macina. H e 
organized it on the Mandingo pattern. H e established new provinces which 
he entrusted to rulers called farin or farma in Mandingo and koi or mondzo 
in Songhay. ' ° H e appointed a kadi in Timbuktu and probably in other 
Islamic cities. All these agents in the east were directly responsible to Sunni. 
The patriarchal and customary state of G a o thus became a centralized state 
which controlled all the Niger regions. Sunni 'All facilitated the economic 
development of the new empire. Although he failed in his attempt to dig a 
canal from the Niger to Walata, he is said to have built dykes in the river 
valley and encouraged agriculture. 

Religious policy 
Sunni cAlï encountered great difficulties with the Muslim aristocracy, 
especially in Timbuktu, whose 'ulamä\ two centuries later, described him 
for posterity as a cruel, tyrannical and debauched sovereign. Sunni 'AlïBer 
has now been rehabilitated. ' ' The reasons w h y he opposed the 'ulamä1 of the 
empire were political and ideological. H e was not a good Muslim and never 
gave up the traditional religion of Songhay, having been educated in Faru 
(Sokoto), his mother country. The 'ulamâ\ for their part, continually criti­
cized Sunni and many of them went over to the Tuareg of Akil A k Melaul, 
against w h o m he was then fighting. Above all, Sunni 'All was the symbol 
of traditional Songhay culture, confronting the new forces of Islam and the 
towns. 

T h e dynasty of the askiyas (1492-1592) 

Askiya Muhammad I, the Syllanke12 

Civil war broke out after the death of Sunni 'All. Sunni Baare refused to 
become a convert to Islam. A n Islamic faction led by the Hombori-Loi 
M u h a m m a d and his brother, ' U m a r Komdiägho, rose in revolt against the 
new Sunni and overthrew him at Anfao, near Gao. M u h a m m a d Ture or 
Sylla seized sovereign power, assuming the title of askiya, and established an 
Islamic dynasty. 

Askiya M u h a m m a d was of Soninke origin from the Ture or Sylla clan of 
Takrür.13 Although illiterate, he was a fervent Muslim, a balanced, 
moderate m a n and a far-sighted politician. His victory was the victory of 

10. See pp. 196-202 below, on political and administrative instructions. 
11. T h e defenders of Sunni 'Ali - Rouch, 1953; H a m a , op. cit.; C . A . Diop, i960; 

R . M a u n y , 1961; S. M . Cissoko, 1966; and other historians - have set right the injustice done 
to Sunni the Great and have placed his actions in their historical context. 

12. Syllanke is a Soninke word meaning 'belonging to the Sylla family'. 
13. Both names are given in the Ta'rtkhs. Askiya probably came from the Sylla clan. 

Ture was at that time a religious title, like Cisse, and was adopted by the Moroccan 
conquerors. 
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Islam and he drew support from the new forces in order to enlarge and 
consolidate the empire established by Sunni 'All Ber. T h e outstanding 
event of the beginning of his reign was not so m u c h his conquests as his 
pilgrimage to Mecca. 

For reasons of both piety and policy, the new sovereign journeyed to 
Mecca in 1496-7. H e was accompanied by an army of 800 horsemen and 
numerous 'ulamä1, and took with him the sum of nearly 300 000 dinars to 
cover his expenses. In Cairo, he visited one of the pillars of Islam, the 
grand master of al-Azhar, al-Suyütl, w h o gave him advice on government. 
H e purchased a concession in Mecca for pilgrims from the Sudan and 
obtained from the sharif of Mecca the title and insignia of caliph of the 
Sudan, and the appointment of an ambassador, Sharif al-Saklï, w h o was 
sent to his empire. H e thus returned to the Sudan legitimized in Muslim 
eyes and with his power universally acknowledged. 

Askiya M u h a m m a d continued the work of Sunni 'AIT Ber. Assisted by his 
brother, ' U m a r Komdiägho, he extended the empire on all frontiers. In 
1512 he conquered Macina and Zara, where Tengella was killed, and was 
succeeded by his son Koly Tengella. Askiya M u h a m m a d became master of 
the Sahara as far as the mines of Teghazza and took Agades and the Hausa 
towns of Katsina and Kano . H e unsuccessfully attacked the southern 
peoples, the Bariba, Mossi and Dogon. By his conquests, he consolidated 
the Songhay empire and extended it to its furthest limits, from Dendi to 
Sibiridugu to the south of Segu, and from Teghazza to the frontiers of 
Yatenga. 

Askiya M u h a m m a d organized the empire in accordance with the 
tradition inherited from Sunni 'AIL H e appointed as Kurmina fari his 
brother, ' U m a r Komdiägho, w h o built an entirely new capital, Tendirma. 
H e established new provinces, replaced Sunni 'All's officials by m e n loyal 
to himself, and appointed kadis to all the Muslim cities. H e reorganized the 
court and the imperial council, established an order of precedence and 
protocol, and distributed the palace duties among his various servants. H e 
set the standard for the <ulama' and kadis at the court. 

Askiya M u h a m m a d was an enlightened sovereign. H e took an interest in 
everything that went on in his empire. H e encouraged trade, which greatly 
enriched the empire. H e made efforts to introduce accurate measuring 
instruments and provide for their inspection, to render prompt justice 
through the kädis and to keep business in order by means of a large staff 
of market inspectors. H e is said to have dug a canal in the Kabara-
Timbuktu region.14 H e encouraged agriculture by setting up numerous 
farming settlements for slaves brought back from his wars, and particularly 
by easing the taxes on produce. H e encouraged the advancement of learning 
by gifts or pensions to the 'ulamâ' and especially by the respect with which 

14. Oral tradition recorded in Timbuktu, where the course of a canal running from 
Kabara towards Timbuktu is still pointed out. 
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he surrounded them. In short, he established an alliance between church 
and state which was the foundation of the power of the askiyas. But he had 
the misfortune to have a large number of children and a long reign. W h e n 
he was old and blind, he was overthrown by a conspiracy of his sons led by 
the eldest M ü s a , the fari mondzo (minister of lands), who was proclaimed 
askiya in 1528. 

The successors of Askiya Muhammad 
The sons of Askiya M u h a m m a d succeeded each other to the throne until 
1583: M ü s ä (1528-31), M u h a m m a d II Benkan Kiriai (1531-7), Ismail 
(1537-9), Ishäk I (1539-49) ana< D ä w ü d (1549-83). After this, the sons of 
D ä w ü d took the succession: a l - H a d j M u h a m m a d III (1583-6), M u h a m m a d 
IV (1586-8), Ishäk II (1588-91) and M u h a m m a d Gao (1592). They had 
no more genuine conquests to carry out, but raided the neighbouring 
countries for booty. At home , the middle Niger was more than once the 
scene of bloodshed in the course of the struggles for the succession. Abroad, 
a new problem arose, that of the salt-mines at Teghazza, which was to 
embitter relations with the sultans of Morocco. W e shall examine these 
problems during three major reigns. 

Ishäk I (1539-49) ' s described in the Ta'rïkhs as an authoritarian prince 
who commanded obedience. His brother D ä w ü d led an expedition against 
the capital of the Mali empire and pillaged it. T h e problem of Teghazza 
began in the reign of Ishäk I. The sultan of Morocco, the Sa'dï 
M u h a m m a d al-Shaykh, claimed ownership of the salt-mines, but failed in 
his attempt to occupy them. Ishäk I reacted by organizing an invasion of 
the Moroccan Dar'a by Tuareg horsemen. ' s 

D ä w ü d (1549-83), another son of Askiya M u h a m m a d I, had a long and 
prosperous reign in which the Songhay empire flourished. T h e Ta'rïkhs 
describe Askiya D ä w ü d as an intelligent prince, very wily, receptive to all 
and a friend of m e n of letters. H e had held high political office and had 
been involved in all the problems of his brothers' reigns, which had given 
him great experience of affairs and men . 

The empire reached its apogee in the reign of Askiya D ä w ü d . It 
prospered economically and intellectual pursuits flourished. T h e river 
valley was intensively cultivated and the great trading towns were more 
active than ever. This was the time when the trans-Saharan caravan got the 
better of the Atlantic caravel, as Godinho puts it. ' 6 T h e askiya reaped 
considerable profit from the general prosperity and even established a 
treasury of coins obtained from taxes on business and the imperial estates. 
Into his storehouses poured thousands of tonnes of cereals collected 
throughout the empire. D ä w ü d , like his father, was a great patron of the 
arts. H e respected m e n of letters, and heaped honours and gifts upon them. 

15. Al-Sa'dï, loe. cit., pp. 157-64. Cf. R. Mauny, 1949, pp- 129-40. 
16. V . M . Godinho, 1969. 
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H e contributed to the restoration of mosques and to the welfare of the poor. 
O n the military front the askiya conducted several pacification campaigns 

in Macina and the east, making fierce raids upon the Mossi. T h e most 
serious problem remained that of Teghazza. T h e sultan of Morocco, Mülay 
A h m a d al-Mansür, continued to claim the mines. It appears that a 
compromise was reached which safeguarded Songhay rights and ownership. 
Nevertheless, a Moroccan expedition occupied the mines in the reign of 
Askiya al-Had[ M u h a m m a d III (1583-6). T h e Tuareg went on to exploit 
Tenaudara (Taoud'eni), 150 k m to the south of Teghazza, which fell into 
ruins. 

O n the death of M u h a m m a d III, his brother M u h a m m a d IV Bäno was 
proclaimed askiya in 1586. His accession sparked off a civil war. Several of 
the askiya's brothers revolted, among them al-Sadduk, the balama of the 
Timbuktu region. Al-Sadduk marched on G a o in 1588 at the head of all the 
forces of Kurmina and the western provinces. H e was proclaimed askiya in 
Timbuktu, but met with defeat at the hands of the new askiya of Gao, Ishäk 
II, who cruelly put down the rebellion and decimated the armies of the 
west. T h e empire was thus morally divided. The disillusioned west lost 
interest in Gao and m a n y of the Songhay princes had no qualms about 
joining the Moroccan invaders in 1591, three years after the civil war. T h e 
Songhay empire thus collapsed, a victim of its own contradictions. 

T h e civilization of the Songhay 
Political and administrative organization 

The Songhay empire was profoundly original in its political and 
administrative organization. The strong hierarchy of authority, the 
systematic centralization and the absolute monarchy gave the Gao dynasty 
a modern flavour and broke away from the traditional political system of 
a federation of kingdoms, as in the empires of Ghana and Mali. 

The monarchy 
The Gao monarchy, which had inherited a long tradition of government, 
was based on Islamic and customary values. O n the one hand, according 
to the ancient customs of Songhay and the Sudan, the king was the father of 
his people, the wielder of semi-sacred power, and the source of fertility and 
prosperity. H e was deeply venerated, and it was possible to approach him 
only in a prostrate position. O n the other hand, by Islamic tradition, the 
kings of Gao, who had been Muslims since the eleventh century, had to 
govern according to the precepts of the Koran. These two traditions were 
combined and, as the character of the sovereigns varied, so one or other 
came to the fore: under Askiya M u h a m m a d and Askiya D ä w ü d it was 
Islam, whereas Sunni 'All and most of the other askiyas were more Songhay 
than Muslim. 
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T h e emperor lived at Gao surrounded by a large court, the sunna, which 
included members of his family, high dignitaries, and Guesere and M a b o 
griots. H e sat on a kind of raised platform surrounded by 700 eunuchs. 
T h e W a n d u griot acted as a herald. A large number of servants, usually 
slaves, saw to the various domestic tasks under the direction of a mayor of 
the palace, the hu hokoroi koi. T h e master of the wardrobe was in charge 
of the king's clothes. '7 W h e n the sovereign died, he was succeeded by his 
eldest brother. In practice, the succession was decided by the strength of 
the contestants, and this was the cause of periodic crises. T h e new askiya 
was proclaimed by the sunna and enthroned in the ancient capital of Kükya. 

T h e royal government was composed of nominated ministers and 
advisers, w h o could be dismissed by the askiya and were placed in order 
of rank according to their functions. A distinction can be drawn between the 
central government of the askiya and the government of the provinces. 

Central government 
T h e officials of the central government formed the imperial council, which 
discussed all the problems of the empire. A chancellor-secretary took the 
minutes of the council, dealt with the sovereign's correspondence, and saw 
to the drawing up and execution of his charters. Other officials, whose 
functions are known to a greater or lesser degree, were concerned with 
various administrative departments. There was no strict specialization of 
functions in the proper sense of the term. T h e Td'rïkhs give us a list of the 
dignitaries of the central government, the main ones being the following.18 

T h e hi koi was the 'master of the water' or commander of the fleet. His 
function was one of the oldest and most important, because of the role 
played by the Niger in the life of ancient Songhay. T h e hi koi became one 
of the highest dignitaries of court, a kind of minister of h o m e affairs who 
controlled the governors of the provinces. At all events, under the reign of 
Askiya Ishäk I, w e find the hi koi reprimanding the powerful governor of 
Kurmina, Prince D ä w ü d , and ordering him back to his province without 
delay. 

T h e fart mondzo or tnondio was the minister of agriculture. It is very 
likely that he was concerned with the management of the m a n y imperial 
estates which were scattered throughout the empire and which brought in 
large revenues every year. This very important function was usually 
entrusted to princes of the blood or even to crown princes. Certainly the 
fari mondzo had to settle disputes over land. Similar functions were 
performed by the harifarma (commissioner of waters and lakes), the sao 
farma (commissioner of forests), and the waneifarma, who was responsible 
for property. 

17. There were some 210 sets of silk, woollen and cotton garments. M a h m u d Ka'ti, 
Ioc. cit., pp. 260-1. 

18. A complete list of the officials of the imperial government is given by G . N . Kodjo, 
1971, pp. 270-2, and J. Rouch, 1953, pp. 192-3. 
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T h e function of the kalissafarma, 'finance minister', is not clearly defined 
in the Td'rïkhs. It must have been connected with the imperial treasury. 
W e know that the askiyas were very rich and that their revenues in kind or in 
money were centralized in Gao . T h e kalissa fartna was responsible for 
guarding the treasury and for the sovereign's expenses. There is no doubt 
that he was in charge of the treasury of coins set up by Askiya D ä w ü d . 
T h e kalissa fartna was assisted by the waneifarma or property master, the 
banafarma, responsible for wages, and the dot Jarma, the chief buyer. 

T h e balama had a military function. T h e Ta'rtkhs do not say exactly what 
it was, although in former times the balama was the commander of the army. 
In the sixteenth century, the post must have diminished in importance; 
there is no mention of the balama at the head of the imperial armies. T h e 
balama became chief of an army corps stationed in the Kabara-Timbuktu 
region which was certainly dependent on the kurminafari. T h e post seems 
to have been entrusted to princes of the royal blood. 

Other departments co-ordinating the government of the empire must 
have existed in G a o , but they do not appear in the Td'rïkhs. A m o n g 
these w e m a y mention the korei farma, the minister in charge of white 
foreigners, and the imperial commissioners sent periodically by the emperor 
into the provinces to settle urgent problems, to levy special duties on 
the traders of the big towns or to supervise local officials and provincial 
administrators. 

Government of the provinces 
T h e Songhay adopted two systems of government according to the 
territories concerned. T h e first group comprised those conquered provinces 
which were governed by chiefs appointed by the askiya and subject at any 
momen t to dismissal by him. These governors, w h o formed a hierarchy, 
exercised all sovereign power except for justice, which was entrusted to the 
kadi. They were known by the titles of fart, farma or färbet, derived from 
the Mandingo institution of farin or governor. T h e Mali empire had 
established these in the middle Niger, and Sunni cAIï and the askiyas 
retained the post and the title. T h e koi was a Songhay term meaning a chief, 
and was thus of lesser importance. This was also true of mondzo, which 
could equally well apply to a locality ( Timbuktu Mondzó) and to a ministerial 
department (the fart mondzó). W e know nothing about the titles cha, 
marenfa and others. 

T h e empire was divided into two major provinces, Kurmina in the west 
and Dendi in the south-east (see Fig. 8.1). T h e post of kurmina fari or 
kanfari was held, with very few exceptions, by princes of the royal blood and 
indeed often by the imperial crown prince.19 T h e kurmina fari, w h o lived 
at Tendirma, ranked second in the state. W e do not know exactly what 
the limits of his jurisdiction were. H e seems to have been in charge of all 

19. Including Askiya M u h a m m a d II Benkan and Askiya Däwüd. 
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the provinces west of Timbuktu, but this is not certain because the 
governors of this region were appointed by G a o and were responsible to the 
askiya. Nevertheless, towards the end of the sixteenth century, the military 
power of the kurmina fari enabled him to extend his influence to all the 
western provinces, of which he became the defacto head. H e had in fact 
a powerful army of almost 4000 m e n and was able to counterbalance the 
power of Gao , which he did on several occasions. 

T h e Dendi Fari, the governor of Dendi, supervised all the provinces 
of Dendi, that is, the south-eastern part of the empire. H e ranked 
third in the state. T h e holder of this post was usually an important dignitary 
of the court. His army must have been somewhat smaller than that of the 
Kurmina Fari. H e was responsible for the defence of the empire's southern 
borderlands. Other secondary provinces were governed by chiefs appointed 
by the askiya. These included the Bara Koi, the Dirma Koi, the Hombori 
Koi, the Arabinda Farma, the Benga Farma, the Kala Sha and the Baghena 
Farma, who lost his title of askiya. 

Trading towns like Timbuktu, Jenne, Teghazza and Walata enjoyed a 
certain autonomy under their koi or mondzo chiefs. Their commercial and 
craft activities and the size of their population required the presence of 
many administrative officials. In Timbuktu, besides the kadi responsible 
for justice and the Timbuktu Koi, or headman, there was a large staff which 
included the asara mondzo - a kind of superintendent responsible for 
policing markets and towns and for carrying out the sentences passed by the 
kadi — weights and measures inspectors, tax inspectors in the markets, 
customs officials from Kabara, masters of the various guilds, the chiefs of 
the various ethnic subdivisions (grouped together by neighbourhoods) and 
those in charge of the straw huts of the suburbs. All these constituted the 
kernel of an efficient administration in the large towns. 

Indirect administration 
T h e indirect administration involved the vassal or tributary countries. T h e 
chief of the country was installed in accordance with local custom and was 
recognized by the askiya. Disputes among claimants or rebellions against 
imperial authority nevertheless arose. In such cases, the askiya intervened 
and imposed his o w n candidate. Thus the fondoko of Macina, Bubu 
Mariama, was dethroned by Askiya al-Hadj M u h a m m a d III, w h o had 
him exiled to G a o . 2 0 Indirect rule was applied to the Hausa states of Kano 
and Katsina, the kingdom of Agades, the Tuareg Kel Antassar federation 
- referred to as Andassen by al-Sa'dï- and the federation of the 'Magsharen'. 
T h e latter were Tuareg of Sanhaja origin, from the Timbuktu-Walata 
region, but were not an ethnic group; they represented the nobility of 
Tuareg society.21 T h e Mali empire was also a tributary, but Songhay 

20. Al-Sa'df, loc. cit., p. 189. 
21. H . Lhote, 1955-6, pp. 334-7°-
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domination over Mali was never continuous. According to Leo Africanus, 
the mansa of Mali paid tribute to Askiya M u h a m m a d I. Although this 
domination was effective, it did not last; further expeditions against Mali 
were necessary in the reign of Askiya Ishäk I. In fact, the mansa freed 
himself from the suzerainty of G a o . T h e border between the two empires, 
the Sibiridugu, must have been situated further to the south of Segu, on 
the border of M a n d e , at the level of present-day Kukikoro.22 All these states 
were tributary to an extent that varied with G a o policy. Their sovereigns 
had periodically to pay tribute, provide contingents of warriors at the 
emperor's request and maintain good relations by visits, gifts and marriages. 

B y these various systems of administration - central, provincial and 
indirect - the empire of G a o managed to organize the peoples of the Niger 
region of the Sudan to provide security for themselves and their possessions, 
and to enable considerable economic development to take place. T h e 
monarchy of the askiyas, an organized and impersonal power rooted in 
Songhay and Islamic values, overcame many dynastic crises. If it had not 
been undermined by the Moroccan conquest, it could have evolved into a 
modern African state, guaranteeing the essential h u m a n freedoms in spite 
of its high degree of political centralization. 

The state apparatus 
T h e state had considerable resources which contributed to its strength and 
independence; the standing army was capable of protecting the empire, 
imposing the sovereign's will on his subjects, and crushing any rebellion. 
This powerful and stable state machinery was nevertheless not despotic. 
Justice, which was entrusted to virtually independent kadis or to tribal 
chiefs, safeguarded the people's freedom and rights. A study of the 
machinery of the Songhay state brings out its modern character. T h e empire 
inherited a long warlike tradition; the Songhay were not farmers and trades­
m e n but warriors. 'The great m e n of the Songhay', writes M a h m u d Ka'ti, 
'were versed in the art of war. They were very brave, very bold and most 
expert in the deployment of military stratagems.'23 

T h e vocations of the nobility were politics and war. They constituted the 
backbone of the cavalry, the spearhead of the Songhay army. A r m e d with 
long lances, sabres and arrows, the Songhay mounted warriors wore iron 
breastplates beneath their battle tunics. Horses were expensive (valued at 
about ten captives in the sixteenth century), so the cavalry were a privileged 
élite. T h e infantry, w h o were the most numerous branch of the army, were 
drawn from all ranks of society, including slaves, the lesser nobility and 
freed m e n . T h e infantry were armed with spears and arrows and carried 
leather or copper shields. T h e Niger fishermen, most of w h o m were Sorko, 

22. This accords with the views of D . T . Niane, based on Mandingo traditions which 
he has recorded in the region of Niani. 

23. Translated from M a h m ü d Ka'ti, loe. cit., p. 146. 
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made up a permanent flotilla of nearly 2000 dug-out canoes on the river. 
T h e army carried long trumpets (kakaki) and standards and had their own 
marching order and fan-shaped battle formation. 

T h e true size of the army is not known. T h e reforms of Askiya 
M u h a m m a d I and Askiya M u h a m m a d Benkan increased the G a o standing 
army to some 4000 m e n , excluding the 300 warriors of the sovereign's 
bodyguard, the sunna.24 Most soldiers were slaves of the askiya, w h o 
inherited them and was allowed to marry their daughters. The total army 
assembled in 1591 at the battle of Tondibi comprised nearly 30 000 infantry 
and 10 000 horsemen. It was the largest organized force in the western 
Sudan. It enabled the askiya to impose his will and, above all, it procured for 
him the spoils of war. 

Financial resources 
T h e sovereign of G a o was powerful and rich. T h e monarchy had reliable 
and permanent resources, levied in all parts of the empire and managed 
by a numerous administrative staff, at the head of w h o m was the kalissa 
farma. T h e imperial revenue came from a variety of sources. There were 
the revenues from the sovereign's personal property, the zakät or tithe 
collected for the poor, taxes in kind levied on harvests, herds and fishing, 
taxes and customs duties on commercial activity, special levies on the 
merchants of the large towns and, above all, the spoils of almost annual 
war. T h e sovereign thus had inexhaustible resources, which he spent as he 
wished. A large proportion of his income went to the upkeep of the court 
and the standing army. The askiya also contributed to the construction or 
restoration of the mosques, supported the poor of his empire, and gave 
presents and alms to the great marabouts. 

Justice 
Justice was a royal prerogative. T h e askiya, as amir of the Muslims and 
father of his people, delegated its administration to representatives w h o 
were quite independent of the central power or its officials. In any case, a 
distinction should be drawn between the two kinds of jurisdiction, the 
Islamic and the customary. 

T h e former covered the Musl im community. It was based on the 
Mälikite law taught at the Sudanese universities. T h e kadi was the supreme 
sovereign and judge, appointed by the emperor for life. The post was not 
greatly sought after and the askiya frequently coerced his nominees. In 
Timbuktu, the post was monopolized for the whole of the sixteenth century 
by the distinguished family of the kädi M a h m u d ben 'Urnar al-Akit (1498-

24. Not to be confused with the sunna of the imperial council. The sovereign's bodyguard 
were soldiers of unswerving loyalty who had certainly sworn a special oath. T h e sunna 
could not flee from combat and thus were massacred at Tondibi in 1591. 
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1548), w h o also provided the imams of the Sankore mosque. 2 5 T h e post 
became hereditary in m a n y towns. T h e kadi was aided by legal assistants 
such as clerks of the court, secretaries and notaries. Punishment was meted 
out by the asara mondzo, an official of the imperial power. T h e kâdi sat in 
judgement on all matters, criminal and commercial, and there was no appeal 
against his sentences. In addition, he acted as a kind of registrar, recording 
such civil acts as the freeing of slaves, the division of inheritances and the 
validation of private documents. T h e kadi was the real head of the town of 
Timbuktu. His authority went beyond the strictly judicial domain and 
protected the freedom of the citizens. 

Customary justice was the rule throughout most of the empire and even 
in the great Musl im towns people settled their disputes within the family 
or through the chief of their ethnic group in accordance with their o w n 
customs. At G a o , the imperial council sat as a political tribunal to 
pronounce judgement in the affairs of state, which generally involved 
conspirators, princes and their accomplices. T o combat immorality, par­
ticularly adultery, which had become a scourge in the cultivated society of 
the middle Niger, Askiya Ishäk II set up a special court to punish severely 
those taken in flagrante delicto. Particularly striking was the opportunity 
afforded to the people to administer justice for themselves through 
competent tribunals. This was the surest guarantee of order and freedom. In 
this way the Songhay state encouraged the flowering of a brilliant 
intellectual civilization and considerable economic and social development. 

Economic development 

T h e Songhay empire, in the midst of the Sahel region of the Sudan, was 
in a very favourable situation to benefit from trans-Saharan trade. T h e 
Niger, traversing the empire from west to east, facilitated communication 
and its fertile valley was intensively cultivated. A distinction can be drawn 
between two economic sectors, one rural and traditional and the other urban 
and commercial. 

The rural sector 
T h e Ta'rikhs tell us little about rural activities. Agricultural techniques 
have not greatly changed since those times. T h e hoe (the Songhay kaunu), 
animal manure, the practice of horticulture in the valley and shifting 
cultivation in the savannah have stayed the same for centuries, but the valley 
of the Niger was then more densely inhabited by a population occupied 
in farming, fishing and stock-raising. Large estates belonging to the princes 
and 'ulamä's of the great towns were worked by slaves, settled in farming 
villages. T h e askiya was himself one of the great landowners. His fields, 

25. O n this family, see J. Cuoq, 1978, pp. 85-102. 
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scattered throughout the valley, were cultivated by communities of slaves 
working under overseers called fan/a. A sort of rent in kind was levied 
on the harvests and sent to G a o . 2 6 T h e same happened with private 
slaves. 

Fishing was practised by the Sorko, D o and Bozo, and the fish caught 
were dried or smoked and sold throughout the empire. Similarly, the raising 
of cattle and goats in the Sahel border country in Macina and Bakhunu 
and beef cattle among the sedentary peoples of the Macina valley was an 
important source of milk and meat, particularly for town dwellers. In fact, 
a large proportion of the agricultural produce - grain, fish and meat - was 
marketed, enabling country dwellers to obtain vitally needed products such 
as salt. 

The commercial sector 
The towns of the Sudan and Sahel, such as Walata, Timbuktu, Jenne and 
Gao - centres of the great trans-Saharan trade - were in contact with the 
major markets of the Sahara, North Africa and beyond, as far as 
Mediterranean Europe. The trans-Saharan trade routes ran northwards 
from the Niger valley.27 T h e principal ones were Timbuktu-Teghazza-
Tuat to Täfflälet and western Algeria; Timbuktu-Walata-Tishit-Wadane 
to the Dar'a and Täfflälet; Gao-Tadmekka-Ghat to Libya and Egypt; 
Gao-Tadmekka-Ghadames to the Libyan and Tunisian coasts; and G a o -
Hausa-Kanem-Bornu to the Nile valley. It appears that trade across the 
Sahara in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries was directed principally 
towards Morocco, Algeria and Libya. In the centre, the Teghazza salt­
mines and the Tuat and Ghat oases were the great commercial staging posts 
on the way to the Sudan. 

Trade was in the hands of Berber Arab merchants (there were many 
merchants from Tuat and Ghadames in Timbuktu) and the Sudanese 
peoples - Wangara (Mandingo), Wakore (Soninke), Mossi, Hausa and 
Songhay. The meeting points were the towns, whose inhabitants made 
great profits from brokerage. S o m e merchants were well-organized, with 
branches in many towns, and made profits from the fluctuations in prices. 
They had a merchant fleet on the Niger and used pack camels and oxen to 
carry their merchandise. The port of Kabara was thus congested with all 
kinds of goods when Leo Africanus arrived at the beginning of the sixteenth 
century.28 

Exchanges were effected by barter or more often through the inter­
mediary of currency - cowries for small dealings and gold, salt or copper 
according to the market. T h e Sudan imported cloth, most of which came 
from Europe (Venice, Florence, Genoa, Majorca, England and France), salt 

26. M a h m ü d Ka'ti, loe. cit., pp. 178-80. 
27. Mauny , 1961, III C , 5. 
28. Leo Africanus, French transi. 1956, Vol. 2, pp. 467. 
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from Teghazza and Idyl, arms, horses, copper, glassware, sugar and North 
African craft products, such as footwear and woollen goods. T h e main­
spring of this trade was salt. It was carried in rectangular blocks weighing 
25-30 kg, and distributed throughout the interior. T h e Sudan exported 
gold, slaves, ivory, spices, kola nuts and cotton goods. Gold dust (tibar) and 
nuggets came from mines in B a m b u k , Bure, the Mossi country and 
particularly from Bitu in Asante. Gold was the pivot of trans-Saharan trade 
and was supplied to Europe as well.29 

Trade within the Sudan involved local products. There were markets in 
all the large centres of population, where the peasants met to barter their 
produce and to buy salt, cloth and other wares from the pedlars w h o came 
from the north. Cereals from the central delta or from Dendi were carried to 
Timbuktu, G a o and the Sahel, and kola nuts and gold from the south were 
taken northwards to the starting-points of the trans-Saharan routes. Jenne 
played a considerable role as a collection and distribution centre for 
products from the whole of West Africa. 

In conclusion, commerce helped to enrich the towns of the Niger and to 
bring a comfortable standard of living to the people living in the country­
side; but unfortunately it involved only a small proportion of the local 
agricultural and craft products. T h e bulk of the trade involved the 
products of mining and gathering. Basically, trans-Saharan trade was more 
a matter of trading local produce for imported goods than a real market 
economy based on local production, and thus did not revolutionize the 
social structure or the techniques in use. It nevertheless enabled certain 
material improvements to take place in the living conditions of the people 
of the Niger and allowed a cultivated aristocracy to emerge. T h e long tunic 
(bobu) and slippers (babush), comfort in the h o m e and a varied diet were the 
signs of progress in the society of the Niger. 

Society 

T h e underlying structures of Songhay society were similar to those of the 
other societies of the western Sudan. W h a t was original about it was the 
development of a market economy which gave rise to an urban society with 
differentiated activities, although this was somewhat marginal, since society 
as a whole was predominantly rural. 

Organization of Niger society 
In town and country alike, the characteristic feature of Songhay society was 
the importance of the ties of kinship. T h e basic element which coloured 

29. F. Braudel, 1946; J. Heers, 1958, pp. 247-55; and E . F. Gautier, 1935, pp. 113-23; 
these works adequately demonstrate the importance of Sudanese trade for the Mediterranean 
and European economy of the Middle ages. Cf. also Chapter 26 below. 
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all social institutions and daily life was the family. Clans were groupings 
of several families. T h e oldest were of Soninke origin (Ture, Sylla, Tunkara, 
Cisse, Jakhite, D r a m e and Jawara); only a few (Maiga) were Songhay. This 
raises the problem of the actual composition of the Songhay people, w h o 
had a considerable admixture of the blood of the Soninke, Berbers and other 
peoples like the Mandingo, the Gobir and the Hausa. 

N o mention is made of ethnic organization in the Ta'rikhs, except to 
name the slave or rural populations tied to the soil or to trades organized 
by castes.30 T h e most fundamental feature of Songhay society was its 
hierarchy, divided into nobility, free m e n , members of the guilds and slaves. 
This was a feature well known throughout the western Sudan, but here the 
nobility were more clearly distinguishable and were occupied almost 
exclusively with administration and warfare. T h e numerous slaves were 
assigned to domestic or agricultural tasks and had a subordinate political 
and military role. 

Rural society 
Outside the Niger valley, where there were large market towns, the Songhay 
and the peoples of the empire lived in the countryside and had rural 
occupations. T h e peasants of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, living in 
villages of round huts, differed only very little from those of today. T h e 
fundamental structures were not destroyed by a technical or any other kind 
of revolution. Living conditions have, of course, changed. T h e meagre 
information given by the Ta'rikhs indicates a dense rural population in the 
Niger valley, particularly in the region of Jenne; the people lived primarily 
by agriculture. There were certainly guilds of artisans, such as smiths, 
carpenters and potters, but their work must have been seasonal and they 
lived for the most part by tilling the soil. T h e same must have been true of 
the fishermen of the Niger (the Sorko, Bozo and Somono) , w h o cultivated 
the soil during the rainy season. Living conditions were probably not as 
wretched as Leo Africanus describes them.3 1 Security was general and 
famine rare. T h e Ta'rtkhs give us a few glimpses of country life. There is 
virtually no mention of peasants' revolts. T h e rent demanded from the 
slaves by their masters was never crushing. T h e inventory of the wealth of 
an imperial steward in Dendi gives, on the contrary, the impression of a 
certain affluence in the countryside. T h e peasants even sold part of their 
produce in the local markets, obtaining products like salt or cloth and thus 
becoming involved in trade. 

O n the spiritual side, Islam did not take root in the countryside. T h e 
peasants remained attached to their o w n local values and most rural 
regions, Dendi and the south, were, despite a superficial conversion to 

30. M a h m ü d Ka'ti, loe. cit., pp. 20-1. 
31. Leo Africanus, loo cit., Vol. 2, p. 472, describes wretched and ignorant peasants 

crushed by imperial taxation. 
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Islam, still attached to traditional cults. Thus although it was opened up to 
the market economy, the countryside remained somewhat closed to the 
spiritual values emanating from the town, which was the second major 
element in Niger society. 

Towns and urban society 
The great commercial expansion enabled an urban civilization to develop 
throughout the Sudan-Sahel region. In the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries, w e find the towns of Walata, Jenne, Tenenku, Tendirma, 
Timbuktu, Bamba , Gao and Agades, and the Hausa towns of Katsina and 
Kano (see Fig. 8.1). These towns were generally open and unwalled. T h e 
market was inside the town and a suburb of tents and straw huts housed 
a shifting population. In the centre of the town were houses of one or two 
storeys, built of masonry in a Sudanese style; an entrance hall led to an inner 
courtyard with the rooms opening off it. 

The three largest towns were Timbuktu, Jenne and Gao , concerning 
which more must be said. Conquered by Sunni cAlï Ber around 1468, 
Timbuktu reached the height of its expansion in the sixteenth century. It 
may have had some 80000 inhabitants in the reign of Askiya D ä w ü d . 3 2 It 
was at that time the economic capital of the empire and the holy city of the 
Sudan, famed for its holy m e n and its university. Jenne, an island in the 
central delta, economically and spiritually linked to Timbuktu and inhabit­
ed by some 30000-40000 people, was indeed the most important black 
settlement in the interior of the Sudan.3 3 Dominated by its beautiful 
mosque, a pearl of Sudanese art, it was the great market of the south, in 
contact with the savannah and the forest country. Gao, which was the politi­
cal capital and older than the others, was an immense town of nearly 100 000 
inhabitants.34 Because of its position, it looked towards the Hausa world, 
Dendi, Libya and Egypt. 

A H these towns of the Niger had a dominant Songhay nucleus, whose 
language was widely spoken. But they also had a cosmopolitan population 
of Berber Arabs, Mossi, Hausa, Mandingo (Wangara), Soninke, Fulani and 
others. Urban society was arranged in a hierarchy on the Sudanese pattern, 

32. This is a very approximate figure. W e nevertheless feel that it is closer to reality than 
the figure of 25000 put forward by M a u n y , 1961, p. 497. The town was very extensive in 
the sixteenth century. All oral tradition is unanimous in stating that the tomb of Kadi 
Mahmfld, which today is far from the town, was his house at that time. The daily 
encroachment of sand on the town makes us sceptical as to the value of the aerial 
photographs of the old site. It should also be noted that Timbuktu was a town which 
spread upwards and that two-storey houses were very widespread. Living space was thus 
highly concentrated. 

33. See S. Keech and R . J. Mcintosh, 1980, which throws new light on the question of 
Jenne. 

34. This figure is taken from the first census held in the town, towards the end of the 
sixteenth century, which gave a figure of 7626 houses, excluding the straw huts in the 
suburbs. 
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but differentiation was here along economic lines. Urban society contained 
three basic elements: the merchants, the craftsmen and the religious orders, 
all gaining a living directly or indirectly from commerce. T h e merchants 
were mostly foreigners. T h e craftsmen and small traders, an active and 
vigorous section of the population, were grouped together in guilds, each 
with its regulations and customs. Intellectuals, marabouts and students 
were m e n of breeding and enjoyed considerable respect socially. 

Niger society was an ordered and cultivated society, at least at the level 
of the aristocracy. They liked ample garments and babusk., the easy life 
of the h o m e , highly spiced food and above all good company. This led to a 
certain moral laxity, as indicated by the numerous courtesans and the 
debauchery among the princely aristocracy. 

Urban society thus represented a break with traditional rural society, and 
was never able to spread into the countryside. Its governing ranks were 
generally composed of foreigners and, as it was based on Islamic and c o m ­
mercial values, it seemed set apart from society as a whole. No r did the 
merchant bourgeoisie ever manage to take firm root in the country, based as 
it was on an exchange economy. It was thus unable to have any profound 
and lasting effect on Songhay society. 

Religious and intellectual development 

Islam, which had entered the western Sudan in the eleventh century, made 
slow, uneven progress, finally establishing itself in the Niger Bend and the 
Sahel. Elsewhere, it was no more than a thin veneer over the older 
beliefs and never managed to take deep root. In urban areas, Islam gave rise 
to a literate élite which, by its great creative efforts, lent lustre to Islam and 
contributed to its reinterpretation. This development was m a d e possible 
by the general prosperity of the Sudan, which attracted m a n y foreign 
scholars from the fifteenth century onwards, and, above all, by the bene­
volent policy of the sovereigns of Gao , such as the founder of the dynasty 
of the askiyas, w h o heaped honours and gifts on the Musl im m e n 
of learning and bestowed on them a social prestige without parallel in 
the country. Askiya M u h a m m a d I practised a systematically Musl im 
policy and worked for the introduction and extension of Islam in the 
Sudan. 

Religious life 
Nevertheless, Islam was not the dominant religion in the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries. T h e great mass of the Songhay and the peoples of the 
empire living in the countryside remained attached to their ancestral beliefs. 
Askiya M u h a m m a d I, in a letter to al-Maghïlï, deplored and resisted this 
situation, although he was unable to change it. 

T h e Songhay worshipped hole and spirits inhabiting nature, w h o had to 
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be propitiated.35 Their pantheon included several divinities, among w h o m 
were Harke Dikko, the god of the Niger ('Isa Ber), and Dongo, the thunder 
god. Their magical healers, the sonianke, w h o were considered to be 
descendants of the fallen dynasty of the Sunni, enjoyed popular veneration 
and protected society from evil spirits and sorcerers or tierkei. T h e cult of 
the dead was perpetuated by each clan chief. Traditional religion, so 
strongly alive in the countryside, thus served to ensure the protection, the 
psychic equilibrium and the continuity of society. 

Islam, when added on to these beliefs, made little or no impact on the 
countryside. Although it was urban and aristocratic, it eventually became 
better adapted for widespread acceptance. This was a black and tolerant 
form of Islam; it gained ground through the activities of Askiya M u h a m m a d 
I and the Musl im doctors and through the peaceful expansion of trade, with 
which it was intimately linked from its very beginnings in black Africa. 
Askiya M u h a m m a d I followed the advice of the great doctors, al-Maghïlïof 
Tuat and al-Suyûtï from Cairo;36 with a glittering constellation of 
marabouts from his o w n empire he attacked the fetishes, hunted down the 
companions of Sunni, the 'bad Muslims', imposed a kadi and the Mâlikite 
law on a number of communities and waged a djihäd (holy war) against the 
Mossi infidels. T h e itinerant traders and merchants did the rest and took the 
religion with them right into the heart of the southern forest regions. 

Thus , at the end of the sixteenth century, Islam was dominant throughout 
the middle Niger from Macina to Dendi, and elsewhere had m a d e 
considerable advances. Religious life can be understood best by looking at 
the towns. Jenne and Dia in the central delta, G a o and Timbuktu had their 
mosques, imams, kâdis and cemeteries as well as m a n y schools run by m e n 
of great piety and saints w h o are still venerated today in the Niger Bend. 
Timbuktu was a model city. It was known as the holy town of the Sudan 
by reason of its three great mosques - the Jingereber, the Sïdï Yahyâ and 
the Sankore, the last two built in the first half of the fifteenth century - and 
the reputation of its holy m e n and doctors (Sharif Sïdï Yahyâ, w h o died in 
1464, Kädi M a h m u d b. ' U m a r Akit, w h o died in 1548, and many members 
of his family, including Kadi zl-Akib, w h o restored the great mosques). Its 
university spread Islamic culture throughout the western Sudan. 

Intellectual life 
T h e Sudan of the Niger and the Sahel saw a great intellectual awakening 
in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Sudanese humanism became a 
fundamental part of worldwide Islam. T h e Sudanese élite, trained in the 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries in the universities of Djämi' al-
Karawiyyïn in Fez and al-Azhar in Cairo, became emancipated and reached 

35. J. Rouch, 1954 and i960; J. Boulnois and B . H a m a , 1954; these sources 
correct the Islam-centred interpretation of Songhay history. 

36. E . H . R . Mbaye, 1972; J. O . Hunwick, 1970. 
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the heights of Islamic learning. T h e centres of this intellectual life remained 
the towns. T h e trade surplus m a d e possible the development of a literate 
class devoted to worship and study. T h e general prosperity attracted 
scholars into the towns of the Niger region from all parts of the Sudan and 
the Sahel." 

T h e most famous university was undoubtedly that of Timbuktu, which 
gave us the two Ta'rikhs; although written in the seventeenth century, these 
are the greatest historical works of the Sudan. T h e university, as a centre 
for the acquisition and dissemination of knowledge, was not an organized 
institution as were those of North Africa. It included a large number of 
independent schools, particularly the famous mosque of Sankore, which 
provided a higher education. In the sixteenth century, Timbuktu had some 
180 Koranic schools and thousands of students from every corner of the 
Sudan and the Sahel, w h o lived with their teachers or as lodgers. The 
teachers were unpaid, but their material needs were provided for and they 
devoted themselves entirely to their studies by day and by night. 

Study was at two levels: the elementary Koranic schools, based on the 
reading and recitation of the Koran; and the higher level, at which the 
student began to study Islamic subjects. T h e Sudanese university, like all 
those in the Musl im world at that time, taught the humanities, which 
included the traditional academic subjects - theology (tawhïd), exegesis 
(tafsir), traditions (hadtth) and Mälikite jurisprudence (fikh) - as well as 
grammar, rhetoric, logic, astrology, astronomy, history and geography. 
Scientific and mathematical knowledge must have been very rudimentary. 
Mälikite law was the speciality of the doctors of Timbuktu, w h o are referred 
to throughout the Ta'rikks as 'jurisconsults'. Teaching methods even now 
have changed little since the sixteenth century. T h e essential feature was 
exposition and commentary on the texts, following scholastic methods. 

Instruction was provided by numerous teachers from the Sudan and the 
Sahara. In the fifteenth century, there were Shaykh Sîdï Yahyä and Moadib 
M u h a m m a d al-Kabârï, a native of Kabara, w h o trained the next generation 
of teachers. In the sixteenth century, there was a whole host of famous 
teachers in the Niger Bend. T h e greatest number came from the two great 
Berber families, the Akits and the Anda A g M u h a m m a d s , w h o were con­
nected by marriage. The most famous teachers were Kâdï M a h m u d b. 
' U m a r Akit (1463-1548), a jurist and grammarian, his brother A h m a d (who 
died in 1536), his cousin al-Mukhtâr and his nephews, including the famous 
Abdul 'Abbas A h m a d Baba ibn A h m a d ben A h m a d Akit (1566-1627).38 

Virtually nothing of the great intellectual activity of the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries has survived. The books whose titles we know were 
generally works of erudition, which should in no way be underestimated. 
T h e scholars of the Sudan, drawing on their own resources, attempted to 

37. A . Cherbonneau, 1854-5. 
38. ibid.; J. O . Hunwick, 1964 and 1966a. 
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understand and to interpret Islamic jurisprudence in theory and practice. 
This Islamic culture must nevertheless be seen in the general context of the 
Sudan. It was fundamentally the culture of an urban élite, which affected 
only a minority. It was based on the written language and did not absorb the 
native languages and cultures. It remained marginal to society and collapsed 
with the cities which gave rise to it. 
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M . IZARD 

The Mossi of the Niger Bend: chronology 

In the present state of our knowledge, the history of the Niger Bend in 
the distant period considered here is necessarily centred around the 
emergence and territorial expansion of the Mamprus i , D a g o m b a and Mossi 
kingdoms; this happens for two reasons, which are in fact connected. T h e 
first is that the information available to us on this group of kingdoms is 
incomparably richer than anything w e have for other historical formations 
in the same region, such as the G u r m a , and a fortiori for societies without 
a centralized system of political power. T h e second is that any attempt 
to establish a formal history of the Mossi comes up against one fundamental 
problem, namely the identity of the 'Mossi' referred to in those classic 
chronicles, the Tà'rïkh al-Südän and the Tà'rïkh al-fattäsh.. A s w e shall 
see, the definition of a satisfactory chronological framework for the whole 
of the area to be dealt with in this chapter depends upon the solution 
to this problem. 

O u r starting-point must be an analysis of the references to Mossi con­
tained in the Sudanese chronicles. T h e Tà'rïkh al-fattäsh. speaks of Mossi 
incursions into the territory of the Songhay kingdom of G a o around the 
middle of the thirteenth century, that is, during the first quarter of the 
period which it is proposed to cover in this volume. Za Baray, against 
w h o m the Mossi are said to have waged war, seems to be the Za Beirafoloko 
of the table of dynasties established by Jean Rouch; 1 his authority in the 
Niger valley extended from G a o to Tillaberi. It was during the reign of 
his successor, Za Asibay, that the kingdom of G a o passed under the 
suzerainty of Mansa Wali of Mali, w h o , according to Nehemia Levtzion, 
reigned from 1260 to 1277. T h e Tà'rïkh al-fattäsh., which gives no indica­
tion of where the territory of the Mossi was located, tells us that the latter 
sometimes invaded the western part of the Niger Bend, where Mali in­
fluence came up against that of the Tuareg from the north. T h e two brief 
fragments of the Tà'rïkh al-fattäsh. to which I refer give us an important 
clue by speaking of a 'Mossi kof, in other words a chief or king of the 

1. J. Rouch, 1953, p. 174, note 13. 
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Mossi.2 Nothing in what has been handed d o w n to us would point to 
bands of pillagers more or less out of control; on the contrary, everything 
indicates that w e are dealing here with a people or a governing group with 
a strong political and military organization, perhaps on the lines of a state, 
and with a firmly established territorial base, which w e can only locate 
somewhere within the Niger Bend without being sure exactly where. At 
all events, by the middle of the thirteenth century, this military society 
was able to challenge the principal hegemonies which shared the Niger 
Bend. Finally, these fragments speak of Mossi forays in the direction of 
Timbuktu; as w e shall see, for the Mossi of the Ta'rikhs the permanent 
objective throughout the succession of large-scale undertakings on which 
they embarked was to gain direct control of the trading centres in the 
north-west of the Bend. 

Continuing in chronological order, we next meet the Mossi of the Niger 
Bend at the time of Mansa M ü s ä (1312-37); the relevant events this time 
are reported by the Ta'rtkh al-Südän. T h e well-known passage relating 
to the taking of Timbuktu by the Mossi deserves to be quoted in full: 

It was, w e are told, the Sultan Kankan-Moussa w h o caused the minaret 
of the great mosque of Timbuktu to be built, and it was during the 
reign of one of the princes of his dynasty that the sultan of the Mossi, 
at the head of a powerful army, launched an expedition against that 
city. Terror-stricken, the people of Melli took flight and abandoned 
Timbuktu to the assailants. T h e sultan of the Mossi entered the town, 
pillaged it, set fire to it, reduced it to ruins and, after putting to death 
everyone he could lay hands on and seizing all the wealth he could 
find, he returned to his country.3 

T h e capture of Timbuktu by the Mossi is generally considered to have 
taken place around 1337;4 thus, almost a century after the Mossi had 
threatened G a o , not only was this warlike people still in the limelight, 
but they even seem to have increased their power. F rom his mysterious 
country the 'sultan' of the Mossi launched far-flung expeditions and 
attacked large, probably well-defended cities, which suggests that he must 
have had a considerable potential in m e n , horses and weapons. Also in 
the Ttfrïkh al-Südän there is mention of a raid against Benka (west of 
the Niger Bend, upstream from Timbuktu), which probably took place 
shortly before 1433-4, the year Timbuktu was taken by the Tuareg.5 

Another hundred years had passed and the Mossi were still as menacing 
as ever. Rouch argues very convincingly that the raid against Benka was 

2. M a h m u d Ka'ti, French transi. 1913, pp. 333-4. 
3. From al-Sa'dï, French transi. 1900, pp. 16-17. 
4. C . Monteil, 1929, pp. 414-15. 
5. See al-Sa'dï, loe. cit., pp. 45-6, on Benka; and M a h m u d Ka'ti, loc. cit., pp. n 8 , 

173 and 178, on the capture of Timbuktu by the Tuareg. 
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just one episode in a series of operations directed against the lake region.6 

W e n o w come to the best-known period in the history of the northern 
Mossi, corresponding to the reigns of Sunni 'All and Askiya M u h a m m a d , 
which are dealt with in the two Tcfrikhs whose references supplement 
each other. For the reign of 'All (1464-92), w e have the following points 
of reference. 

(1) 1464/5: the accession of cAlï; war against the Mossi commanded by 
a 'king' named K o m d a o ; the defeat of the Mossi, w h o m the 
Songhay pursued right into Bambara (Bamanan) country, while 
K o m d a o succeeded in regaining his capital, Argouma; 

(2) 1470/1 to 1471/2: Songhay forays into Mossi country, led first by 
'Alï, then by Yikoy Yate; the destruction of Barkana, the place of 
residence of the king of the Mossi; and the death of a Mossi chief, 
to w h o m the Tcfrïkh al-fattäsh_ gives the title, tenga niama; 

(3) x477/8: Mossi penetration into Songhay territory, where they 
remained until 1483/4; the taking of Sama , a place situated 
between the river and Walata; 

(4) 1480: the occupation of Walata by the Mossi after a month-long 
siege, then the withdrawal of the assailants, w h o had to abandon 
their prisoners to the inhabitants of the city; 

(5) 1483/4: the battle of Kobi or of Djiniki-To'oi, which took place 
after the Songhay had captured members of the household of the 
chief of the Mossi and seized his war treasure; withdrawal of the 
Mossi to their country, pursued by the Songhay, w h o penetrated 
into it.7 

W h a t happened between the middle of the fourteenth century, marked in 
particular by the raid against Benka, and the middle of the following 
century, which seems to mark both the height of Mossi expansionism, with 
the taking of Walata, and the beginning of the reverses? O n this whole 
century, the written sources are silent. However, the following at least 
can be gathered from the events which filled the latter half of the fifteenth 
century. W h e n 'Alï, a sovereign of exceptional stature, came to power, 
the Mossi represented such a danger to the Songhay empire that Songhay 
power could be consolidated only if the adversary were destroyed. During 
'All's reign it was no longer a question of occasional raids by the Mossi 
against the towns of the Niger Bend, nor of defensive ripostes on the part 
of the Songhay; w e are confronted here with a long and implacable war 
between two great military hegemonies. At the end of his reign 'Alï was 
victorious, but his successors were not content to let matters rest there; 
they undertook to annihilate completely the Mossi state in the north, which 

6. Rouch, op. cit., p. 177. 
7. O n the Mossi of the Niger Bend and Sunni 'AIT, cf. M a h m ü d Ka'ti, loe. cit., pp. 

85-6 and 88-9; and M . Izard, 1970, pp. 38-44. 
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had lost the initiative on the accession of Askiya M u h a m m a d , but had 
not yet disappeared. 

T h e fragments of the Tar'ikhs relating to the history of the northern 
Mossi in the sixteenth century contain very few facts, but they do tell 
us something of capital importance: that with M u h a m m a d (i 493-1529) 
and his successors, the Songhay wars against the Mossi were henceforth 
conducted in the name of Islam, the Mossi being 'pagans', like the in­
habitants of G u r m a . 8 In 1497/8 M u h a m m a d launched an expedition against 
the country of the Mossi, where the 'sultan' Na'asira reigned; the Songhay 
army was victorious, but the Mossi lost m a n y dead, their wives and children 
were taken away into captivity and their capital was destroyed. D ä w ü d 
(1549-82) m a d e war on the Mossi in the very year of his accession, then 
again in 1561/2, and finally around 1575. T h e 1561/2 campaign makes 
it possible to date with accuracy the almost complete disappearance of 
the northern Mossi power, which so far as w e can judge had lasted for 
three centuries. T h e Ta'rikh al-Südän tells us that, following D ä w ü d ' s 
second expedition, 'the chief [of the Mossi] abandoned the country with 
all his troops'. O f the third and final campaign conducted during the reign 
of D ä w ü d , that of 1575 (?), the same Ta'rikh laconically informs us that 
the Songhay returned from it 'without having pillaged anything', which 
no doubt means that there was nothing left to plunder, and that the Songhay 
army had entered a country wasted by war and empty of inhabitants.9 

Thus , in spite of the fragmentary nature of the information on which 
w e are forced to rely, it is still possible to trace a fairly coherent picture 
of the history of the Mossi of the Niger Bend. For more than 300 years 
a conquering military society fought against the Songhay with a view to 
gaining control of the river, after establishing their ascendancy in the 
interior, and was finally defeated; the political antagonism was reinforced 
by religious antagonism after the reign of M u h a m m a d . Unfortunately w e 
can formulate only very vague hypotheses concerning the identity of these 
Mossi and the exact location of their country, and, in the absence of any 
help from oral tradition, it is most unlikely that w e shall know any more 
until the necessary archaeological investigations have been carried out. 

Pending the exploration of new lines of research, there are a few items 
of information, not derived from the Ta'rikhs, which can add to our k n o w ­
ledge, or at least strengthen our hypotheses. Boubou H a m a alludes to 
a mysterious manuscript written in Arabic, entitled Aguinass Afriquia, 
which is said to date from the fifteenth century and whose presumed author 
was Abkal ould Aoudar. So far as I know, this chronicle, known as the 
Ta'rikh of Say, has been neither published nor translated; although Boubou 
H a m a summarizes its contents, he does not explicitly cite any passage from 

8. Cf. M a h m ü d Ka'ti, loc. cit., pp. 114-15 and 134-5; al-Sa'dï, loc. cit., pp. 121-2 
and 124. 

9. Al-Sa'dï, loc. cit., pp. 168, 173 and 179. 
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it. According to Boubou H a m a , basing himself on Aoudar, the Mossi, w h o 
had come from the east, founded on the left bank of the Niger a state 
by the n a m e of Dyamare, the last capital of which was Rozi, in Dallol 
Boso. T h e state of Rozi is said to have remained in existence for 500 years, 
from the eighth to the twelfth century. B y about the twelfth century the 
Mossi, without leaving the Hausa bank, created a second Dyamare with 
Minji as its political centre, since Rozi was abandoned under the pressure 
of the Berbers. The second Dvamare was but short-lived; soon afterwards, 
following a famine, the Mossi crossed the river and settled on the G u r m a 
bank. After defeating the local populations - the Gurmankeyeba and 
perhaps the K u r u m b a — the Mossi founded the third and last Dyamare 
(see Fig. 9.1).10 

Until w e have the complete and authenticated text of the Say Tayrtkh, 
w e can neither make scientific use of the information supplied by Boubou 
H a m a , nor, in particular, assess the validity of certain chronological pointers 
which he provides, such as the date 1132, which would correspond with 
the move from the second to the third Dyamare and which, for Tauxier, 
marks the beginning of the reign of Za Baray, the first Songhay sovereign 
to have fought the Mossi, according to the classical Ta'rikhs.11 In another 
well-known Arabic document, the Masälik al-Absärß Mamälik al-Amsär, 
by Ibn Fadl Allah al-'Umarï, written in 1337 (the year Timbuktu is believed 
to have been taken by the Mossi), mention is m a d e of a conversation between 
Mansa M ü s ä and the future emir, Abu'l-Hasan 'AIT, one of the informants 
of the chronicler. W h e n the Egyptian asks the sovereign of Mali to tell 
him with w h o m he is at war, the latter replies: ' W e have a relentless enemy 
w h o , among the blacks, is for us what the Tartars are for you'. T h e king 
adds that these enemies 'are skilled in shooting arrows' and that they have 
'gelded horses, with split noses'. '2 W e m a y wonder whether these horsemen 
were Mossi from the north, although the practice of castrating horses was 
unknown within the Niger Bend. 

W e know that the Genoese merchant Antonio Malfante travelled in Tuat 
in 1447; a letter written in Latin to his compatriot Giovanni Mariono has 
been published by de la Roncière;13 it contains a passage in which Yves 
Person saw an allusion to the Mossi of the north.14 In connection with 
a town called Vallo (which Person identifies as Walata), mention is 
made of a 'fetishistic king with five hundred thousand m e n ' w h o had come 
to besiege the town. Finally, to finish with the written sources, it will 
be recalled that Joào de Barros speaks of the 'Moses' people in his Decadias 

10. B . H a m a , 1966, pp. 205-15; cf. Izard, op. cit., Vol. i, pp. 47-8. 
11. L . Tauxier, 1924, p. 22. 
12. Translated from a passage quoted in I'Empire du Mali, 1959, p. 61. 
13. C . de la Roncière, 1924-7, Vol. i, p. 156, gives the Latin text of the letter and 

a French translation. 
14. Y . Person, 1962, pp. 45-6; it is to be noted that Person has 'Wallo' for de la Roncière's 

'Vallo'; cf. Izard, op. cit., Vol. 1, pp. 50-3. 
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da Asia, dated 1552-3. T h e Portuguese author relates the visit made 
in 1488 by a Wolof prince named B e m o y to the court of D o m Joào II. 
Bemoy explained to the sovereign that the territory of the 'Moses' extended 
eastward from Timbuktu, which, for the Mossi of the north, does not 
contradict the information w e may infer from the Ta'rikks. So great did 
the power of the king of the 'Moses' appear to D o m Joào II, he thought 
this must be the famous Préster John, dependant of the Queen of Sheba 
and legendary founder of the Ethiopian monarchy. B e m o y spoke of wars 
between the king of the 'Moses' and 'Mandi -Mansa, king of the Mandings', 
and described the customs of the 'Moses' in such a way that his listeners 
were convinced that they were Christians; at any rate they were not 
Muslims, which is where Joào de Barros is in agreement with the authors 
of the Ta'rikhs.11 

T h e account of Joào de Barros thus corroborates the Timbuktu chronicles 
in only one respect. As for the other written sources quoted, although 
they are not explicit, they at least confirm that, throughout the fifteenth 
century, a black and 'pagan' power confronted the Mali and the Songhay 
empires, and the other great hegemonies in that part of West Africa were 
in a permanent state of conflict with it. In addition, we are indebted to 
Claude Meillassoux for having collected some interesting Malian oral tradi­
tions;16 these are interesting, though admittedly difficult to interpret, 
because they seem to relate to the Mossi of the north, of w h o m he finds 
traces in H o d h , Kaniaga and Wagadu , a region very remote from the Niger 
Bend. These oral traditions are so far the only ones which refer to the 
warlike people of the Ta'rikhs. In Diankoloni, between Niamina and Niara, 
there is a line of wells said to have been dug by the Mossi, which hardly 
tallies with the purely warlike image w e have of them. In this region the 
Mossi are said to have wiped out or assimilated the great majority of the 
Sumare clans, whereas the Dyariso clans held out victoriously against the 
invaders. T h e memory remains of a battle said to have been fought between 
the Mossi and the local population near the present site of Dangite-
Kamara, some 100 k m south of Mourdia. In H o d h , we are told, the Mossi 
occupied several places and set up a territorial c o m m a n d in Gara covering 
some forty villages; they are said to have invaded Daole-Guilbe, not far 
from the site of K o u m b i Säleh.17 

15. From J. de Barros, French transi. 1909, pp. 6-18; cf. also L . Tauxier, 1917, pp. 
84-5; and Izard, op. cit., Vol. 1, pp. 53-5. 

16. Personal communication, cited in Izard, op. cit., Vol. i, pp. 55-6. 
17. Koumbi Säleh, the presumed capital of the Ghana empire, 60 k m south of Timbedra 

in Mauritania. 
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T h e Mossi of the Niger Bend and the Volta basin: 
the classical thesis 

W h e n the first authors began writing about the Mossi of the White Volta 
basin, they based their historical analyses on the oral tradition, which traces 
the descent of all the Mossi royal dynasties from a single ancestor, Naaba 
Wedraogo, and establishes an explicit relation between the origin of the 
Mossi kingdoms and that of the M a m p r u s i - N a n u m b a - D a g o m b a states. 
Delafosse, Frobenius and Tauxier were the first to attempt to trace the 
history of the Mossi: Delafosse through his study of colonial administrative 
monographs from 1909, and the other two on the basis of material collected 
directly.18 In current Mossi traditions no trace can be found of former 
clashes with the Songhay or of a lasting Mossi presence within the Niger 
Bend. T h e authors mentioned above were familiar with the Taïrïkh al-
Südän; the Ta'rïkh al-fattâsh., however, was published and translated later 
than the other great Timbuktu chronicle and had not then been the subject 
of any comparable exegesis. Despite the silence of Mossi oral tradition 
regarding what w e call the Mossi of the Niger Bend, there was no doubt 
in the minds of these true founders of Mossi historiography that the 
northern Mossi and those of the White Volta were one and the same people. 
It was of course possible, and even natural, that they should advance the 
hypothesis - for it was no more than a hypothesis, based almost exclusively 
on the similarity of ethnonym parallels - but, once it had been put forward, 
steps should have been taken to verify it and, if no decisive proof was 
forthcoming, it should have been abandoned. That hypothesis has never 
been verified, for it is not reasonable to consider as proof of its validity 
the possible relationship between, for instance, the n a m e of a Mossi chief 
mentioned in one of the chronicles - Na'asira19 - and that of one of the 
sovereigns of Yatenga, otherwise obscure.20 Yet it is on such flimsy founda­
tions that the history of the Mossi has been constructed, at the risk of 
obscuring the original features of the state or pre-state formations of the 
Mossi of the Niger Bend and, even worse, of emasculating historical 
research into them, by taking as resolved a problem which has not even 
been posed. 

B y equating the Mossi of the Niger Bend with those of the White Volta, 
Delafosse and Tauxier in particular provided an inexpensive chronological 
framework for the history of the present Mossi kingdoms; at the same 
time, they gave that chronology a far greater 'length' than can be inferred 
solely by considering the oral traditions of these kingdoms and the neigh-

18. M . Delafosse, 1912, Vol. 2, pp. 140-2; L . Frobenius, 1925, pp. 260-2; Tauxier, 
1917, pp. 67-84. 

19. Delafosse, op. cit., Vol. 2, pp. 141-2; Tauxier, 1917, p. 81. 
20. The sovereign in question was Yatenga naaba Nasoda, whose no doubt short reign 

occurred in the first half of the seventeenth century. 
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bouring historical formations. T o maintain the validity of the dominant 
tradition concerning the southern origin of the present-day Mossi kingdoms 
and to make the Mossi of the White Volta the conquerors of Timbuktu, 
it was necessary to formulate the following complementary hypothesis: the 
Mossi were unable to embark upon their wide-ranging military campaigns 
until they had firmly established their power over the autochthonous 
populations of the Volta; the actions mentioned in the Ta'rikhs could not 
have been conducted in the early stages of the history of the kingdoms. 
Delafosse, to give credibility to a hypothesis as hazardous as it was u n ­
verified, even placed the beginnings of the history of the present-day Mossi 
kingdoms around the end of the tenth century.21 This involved either 
expanding considerably the average length of the reign of those Mossi 
sovereigns for w h o m this information is not directly given in the oral tradi­
tion, or taking the view that there are gaps in the dynastic lists found 
in Mossi territory, which is both unverifiable and unlikely if w e consider 
only the wealth of genealogical material on the dynasties of kings and chiefs 
provided by current oral tradition. 

A French military administrator, Captain Lambert, to his credit criticized 
as early as 1907 the tendency to equate the Mossi of the Ta'rikhs with 
the present-day Mossi.22 Unfortunately for Mossi historiography, 
Lambert's study - remarkable though it is - was never published, with 
the result that the theses of Delafosse and Tauxier were accepted as u n ­
questioned dogma, no account even being taken of the divergences between 
the two authors, let alone the origin of those divergences.23 It was not 
until 1964 that what m a y be called the 'classical' thesis - that of Delafosse 
and Tauxier - was the subject of radical criticism by the eminent British 
historian, John Fage. In a memorable article, Fage re-examined the classical 
thesis in detail and, after refuting it, proposed an overall reinterpretation 
of the history of the 'Mossi', in which he began by drawing a clear distinction 
between the Mossi of the Niger Bend and those of the Volta basin, although 
he did not rule out the hypothesis - presented with a great deal of qualifica­
tion — of a possible relationship between those two groups.24 

For Fage, the classical thesis comes up against one insurmountable 
difficulty in respect of chronology. Following an analysis of D a g o m b a oral 
traditions carried out with the late David Tait, Fage concludes that the 
traditional chronology of the history of the Mossi is too long and so 
too is the - generally accepted - chronology given by Tamakloe for the 
history of the D a g o m b a ; he therefore proposes to date the beginning of 

21. Delafosse, op. cit. 
22. T h e original of Lambert's monograph is preserved in the archives of Senegal, in 

Dakar. 
23. Delafosse, after the publication of his work in 1912, never re-examined it, differing 

in this from Tauxier, whose 1924 theories are more qualified regarding the interpretation 
of the Ta'rikhs than those put forward in 1917. 

24. J. D . Fage, 1964a. 
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the reign of N a Nyaghse, founder of the D a g o m b a state, at about 1480.25 

Thus , for Fage, the birth of the state formation from which the kingdoms 
which we are considering originated cannot have been earlier than the 
fifteenth century. Fage accepts the hypothesis of a c o m m o n origin of the 
Mossi of the north and those of the Volta, but assigns the former to a 
pre-state phase, and the latter to a state phase, of the same history. Following 
the line traced by Fage, in 1965 Nehemia Levtzion presented a comparative 
chronological table for all the states of the Volta basin (except for G u r m a , 
for which no information exists).26 Levtzion's findings, compiled from 
a study of dynastic tables and based on acceptance of an average generation 
span of forty years, tally with those of Fage, since he places N a Nyaghse 
between 1460 and 1500, and the two previous generations in the periods 
1380-1420 and 1420-60 respectively (first generation: foundation of the 
Mamprusi kingdom; second generation: foundation of the N a n u m b a 
kingdom). 

I myself have sought to contribute to this debate and have proposed a 
chronological framework for the history of the state-like formations of the 
Volta based on an analysis of Mossi genealogical material, particularly that 
relating to the two principal present-day Mossi kingdoms; Wagadugu and 
Yatenga.27 T h e method used consisted of first defining a pivotal date for 
the foundation of Yatenga by determining the average length of a genera­
tion, itself based on consideration of the lengths of the pre-colonial reigns, 
wherever this is possible. This gave m e the year 1540 for the foundation 
of the Yatenga. I then went back from Naaba Yadega, founder of the 
Yatenga, to his ancestor Naaba Wubr i , founder of the kingdom of 
Wagadugu, using the specific characteristics of the dynastic genealogy of 
Wagadugu for this extrapolation. This gave 1495 as the beginning of the 
reign of Naaba Wubri . T o go back beyond the foundation of the kingdom 
of Wagadugu, I was forced, because of the poverty of the genealogical 
data and the uncertainties regarding the way in which power was trans­
mitted, to propose an open chronology, the average length of a generation 
varying between fifteen and thirty years. Before Naaba Wubr i the Mossi 
royal genealogies mention his 'father', Naaba Zungrana, the latter's 'father', 

TABLE 9.1 An open chronological table of five Mossi 'reigns' 

Years per generation 

5 Naaba Wubri 
4 Naaba Zungrana 
3 Naaba Wedraogo 
2 Yenenga 
1 N a Bawa 

15 

1495 ' 
1480 
1465 
I4SO 
1435 

20 

1495 
1475 
1455 
"435 
1415 

25 

1495 
1470 

1445 
1420 

1395 

30 

1495 
1465 
1435 
1405 
1375 

25. The investigations carried out by Fage and Tait into the history of the Dagomba 
kingdom have not been published. 

26. N . Levtzion, 1968, pp. 194-203. 
27. Izard, op. cit., Vol. i, pp. 56-70. 
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Naaba Wedraogo, and his mother, Yenenga, eldest daughter (?) of the 
founder of the Mamprusi kingdom, w h o was called N a Bawa or G w e b a by 
the Mamprusi and N a Nedega by the Mossi and the Dagomba . This gives 
the results shown in Table 9.1, in which the dates indicated mark the 
beginnings of the 'reigns', whether real or fictitious (as with Yenenga at 
least). 

It will be noted that in Table 9.1, each column corresponds to one 
standard average length for a generation, varying from fifteen to thirty 
years. It m a y be thought that in fact - and this is the most likely assumption 
- the length m a y have varied from one generation to another, so that a 
complete table would have to take into account every possible combination 
of length of generations. As presented, this open chronology is not at 
variance with that proposed by Levtzion since, on the basis of an average 
generation length of forty years, he places the reign of N a Bawa between 
1380 and 1420, whereas, for the longest reigns, I place it either between 
1400 and 1420 (for a generation length of twenty-five years) or between 
1375 and 1405 (for a generation length of thirty years). 

T h e origin of the states of the Volta basin: the present 
state of our knowledge 
Let m e recapitulate what can be learned from the various sources relating 
to the Mossi of the Niger Bend. During the first half of the thirteenth 
century, the proto-Mossi of Dyamare II (Minji) crossed the river in the 
region of Say and founded the third Dyamare. The early history of 
Dyamare III seems to have been dominated by wars against the Songhay 
of Gao , no doubt aimed at consolidating the new territorial formation. 
In the fourteenth century, once this had been achieved, the target of Mossi 
expansion was no longer to the east, but to the west of the Niger Bend, 
as shown by the 1337 expedition against Timbuktu. The fifteenth century 
opened with a new Mossi thrust towards the west and the north-west, 
with the raid against Benka. T h e second half of the fifteenth century was 
marked first by important Mossi successes, then by a vigorous and soon 
victorious Songhay counter-offensive, led by Sunni 'AIL Then , from the 
reign of Askiya M u h a m m a d to that of Askiya D ä w ü d , for nearly a century, 
the Mossi, against w h o m the Songhay Muslim sovereigns preached holy 
war, were completely on the defensive. B y about 1575, all organized 
resistance by the northern Mossi was at an end. 

Until we have satisfactory information on G u r m a , and until such time 
as archaeology comes to back up the study of texts and the collection of 
oral traditions, it will not be possible to propose valid hypotheses regarding 
the relationship between the Mossi of the north and those of the Volta 
basin, or, more broadly, between the Mossi of the Dyamare and the 
warriors present at the origin of the formation of the Mamprusi kingdom, 
from which came the N a n u m b a and D a g o m b a formations, on the one hand, 
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and the present-day Mossi formations on the other, and from which, finally, 
the present N u n g u dynasty (Fada Ngurma) is perhaps derived. T h e 
question is an important one and in fact concerns the way in which a 
pattern of political organization was disseminated through a vast region 
of West Africa, perhaps from Bornu, with a possible staging post at Zamfara, 
in present-day Hausa territory. What does seem to be firmly established 
is that the ancestors of the Mamprusi sovereigns came from the east. 
According to northern Ghanaian traditions, the original direct ancestor 
of N a Bawa, the first Mamprusi sovereign (late fourteenth-early fifteenth 
century), was a 'red hunter', known by the name of Tohajiye. This is 
the predominant tradition, recorded by Tamakloe among the D a g o m b a 
in 1931.28 

Tohajiye lived in a cave and hunted in a region bordering on the kingdom 
of Malle, itself close to Hausa territory. Being at war with his neighbours, 
the king of Malle called upon Tohajiye for help; when peace returned, 
the king, in return for services rendered, gave the hunter one of his 
daughters, Pagawolga, w h o had a limp. Pagawolga gave birth to a boy, 
Kpogonumbo , w h o according to some traditions had only one arm and 
one leg, but on whose gigantic stature all traditions agree. K p o g o n u m b o 
lived with his father until he reached manhood. In difficulty once again, 
the king of Malle requested from the son the help which he could no 
longer ask of the father. After waging war victoriously on behalf of his 
protector, K p o g o n u m b o decided to leave for the west rather than return 
to the paternal cave. After travelling for several days, he reached Biun, 
in G u r m a . T h e 'master of the land' of Biun gave K p o g o n u m b o one of 
his daughters, Suhusabga or Sisabge. Five sons were born to that union: 
twins, w h o died in infancy, followed by Namzisielle, Nyalgeh and 
Ngmalgensam. Anxious to take c o m m a n d of Biun, K p o g o n u m b o put to 
death his father-in-law and had himself recognized as chief. This usurpation 
aroused the wrath of Daramani, king of G u r m a , w h o went to war against 
the chief of Biun; unable to defeat Kpogonumbo , Daramani decided to 
make peace and gave his former adversary one of his daughters, Soyini 
or Solyini, as a surety; she gave birth to a boy, the future N a Bawa or 
G b e w a , known to the D a g o m b a and the Mossi by the name of N a Nedega. 
O f the immediate descendants of Kpogonumbo , this last son was the only 
one to leave G u r m a to seek his fortune elsewhere. At the head of a large 
band of warriors, he entered what is n o w Kusasi territory and established 
his residence in Pusuga, from where he waged war against the Kusasi and 
the Bisa in order to establish his authority over the region. 

N a Bawa had nine children: one girl, the eldest, called Kachiogo, and 
eight boys, named successively Zirili, Kufogo, Tohago, Ngman tambo , 
Sitobo, Sibie, B iemmone and Bogoyelgo. Although his successor should 
have been Zirili, the eldest son, N a Bawa arranged with his other children 

28. E. F. Tamakloe, 1931. 
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to keep the heir from power, fearing his wickedness. N a Bawa chose as 
his successor his second son Kufogo, but, warned by his mother of what 
was being plotted against him, Zirili had the designated heir put to death; 
N a Bawa died when he learned of Kufogo's death. N a Bawa's eldest child, 
the girl Kachiogo, acceded to the throne, but Zirili succeeded in ousting 
her from the royal power, leaving her only, as consolation, the c o m m a n d 
of Gundogo. Zirili appears to have been the true organizer of the Mamprusi 
kingdom. O n his death, a conflict over succession broke out between three 
of his younger brothers, Tohago (Tosugo), Ngman tambo and Sitobo. 
Tohago was driven from the kingdom of N a Bawa; he established Nalerigu 
and founded the present Mamprusi dynasty. Ngman tambo settled among 
the N a n u m b a , whose king he became. Sitobo settled successively in 
Gambaga, then in Nabare; during his lifetime his eldest son Nyaghse settled 
in Bagale and founded the D a g o m b a dynasty. 

It goes without saying that what I have just summarized in a few lines 
merits development at much greater length, for strictly speaking all the 
many different variants of this general tradition should be taken into 
account. What is important here, however, is to seek in this material some 
general historical pointers. 

If the chronology proposed by myself, or the very similar one proposed 
by Levtzion, is accepted, the proto-history of the Mamprusi was enacted 
in Hausa territory (that is to say, on the Hausa bank of the Niger), then 
in G u r m a , during the fourteenth century, in other words during the period 
when the Mossi of the Niger Bend launched their first major expeditions 
towards the west. If there is any relationship between these Mossi and 
the ancestors of the Mamprusi, it can only be in a c o m m o n but remote 
origin, which might date back to the time of Dyamare II (on the Hausa 
bank of the Niger) and Dyamare III (on the G u r m a bank). It is perhaps 
possible to assign to the thirteenth century the period when, starting from 
the territorial base of the proto-Mossi, mercenary warriors entered G u r m a , 
crossed it and reached the region of Pusuga. It will have been noticed 
that the Dagomba traditions related by Tamakloe speak of a king of Malle, 
a name suggestive of Mali. It will also be noted in this connection that 
the present-day Mossi of Yatenga distinguish between two 'Mandes' , a 
western M a n d e corresponding to Mali, and an eastern M a n d e , from which 
the Ku rumba of L u r u m and the Mossi of the old minor c o m m a n d of 
Bursuma are said to have come. 2 9 

As I have said, N a Bawa is known among present-day Mossi by the 
name of N a Nedega, and Kachiogo, the eldest daughter of N a Bawa accord­
ing to Dagomba tradition, can be equated with Yenenga, the eldest daughter 
of N a Nedega in Mossi tradition. What is important here is not so m u c h 

29. For an overall study of the K u r u m b a , see A . - M . Schweeger-Hefel and W . Staude, 
1972, particularly pp. 19-127. Bursuma is a village in the centre of Yatenga whose in­
habitants claim to be Mossi from eastern Mande; they are considered to be people of the 
land by the other Mossi. 
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the details of the traditions — which are highly complex, in any case -
as our knowledge of two facts: (i) that a direct link exists between the 
formation of the Mamprusi , N a n u m b a and D a g o m b a states, on the one 
hand, and the Mossi states, on the other: (2) that this direct link is not 
through an agnatic relationship - the type of relationship prevalent among 
the north Ghanaian dynasties - but through a uterine relationship which, 
in a patrilineal society, is the undeniable mark of a solution of continuity, 
a dialectic of historical continuity and interruption. 

I have found no less than fifteen versions of the legendary history of 
the origin of the Mossi kingdoms, and a careful collection of oral traditions 
would certainly bring m a n y more to light. Let us examine what m a y be 
termed the dominant tradition, the one which largely prevails in Mossi 
country, particularly in the kingdom of Wagadugu . It relates that N a 
Nedega, king of the D a g o m b a (not of the Mamprusi) , whose capital 
was Gambaga , had an eldest daughter, Yenenga, w h o m he refused to give 
in marriage, preferring to keep her with him because of her value as a 
warrior. T h e different versions of the dominant tradition seem unsure as 
to the reasons which led Yenenga, riding a stallion, into a forest near Bitu, 
where she lost her way. Did she flee her father's abode, little inclined 
to sacrifice her womanhood to his military designs, or did her horse bolt, 
separating her from the troop of horsemen she was leading? Whatever the 
reason, in the course of her desired or enforced ride through the forest 
she met a prince of M a n d e origin, Ryale or Ryare, an elephant hunter 
by trade. F r o m that encounter a boy was born, known in Mossi country 
by the name of Naaba Wedraogo, from the M o r e word wedraogo, which 
means 'stallion'. Naaba Wedraogo was to become the first of the Mossi, 
the c o m m o n ancestor of an entire people. 

T h e known traditions are silent about Ryale, w h o appears here merely 
as the sire of Naaba Wedraogo; socially speaking, Naaba Wedraogo has 
no 'father', he is only the son of Yenenga. T h e same traditions also have 
little to say about the end of Yenenga's life and her son's first steps upon 
the stage of history. S o m e relate, however, that, once old enough to bear 
arms, Naaba Wedraogo was introduced by his mother to his maternal grand­
father, w h o placed his uterine grandson at the head of a troop of warriors. 
As will be recalled, this was probably in the middle of the fifteenth century. 

There are m a n y indications that the state of G u r m a was already in 
existence, even if the sovereigns of that time did not necessarily belong 
to the present ruling dynasty. Rather than a single centralized state, G u r m a 
must then have been - and, to a certain extent, has since remained - a 
confederation of territorial commands more or less independent of each 
other. W e know that G u r m a is mentioned in both the Ta'rikhs. For instance, 
the last raid carried out by Sunni 'All was directed against that country 
at the end of the fifteenth century.30 In the sixteenth century, all the 

30. Al-Sa'dl, loc. cit., pp. 105 and 115-16. 
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Songhay sovereigns launched raids against the 'pagans' of G u r m a . In the 
appendix to the Tà'rïkh al-fattäsh. written by Ibn al-Moktar, grandson 
of the main author of the chronicle, Mahmiid Ka'ti, there is mention of 
Askiya Ishäk's entrance into Bilanga, the 'royal residence of the sovereign 
of G u r m a ' . 3 1 Apart from these very few facts, w e are at present almost 
totally ignorant of the origins of the state of G u r m a - or of the various 
states which succeeded each other in that same territory. 

T h e dominant Mossi tradition, however, does have something to say 
about the origin of the dynasty of N u n g u : it describes the first Nunbado 
(sovereign of N u n g u ) , Dyaba, ancestor of the L o m p o , as a son of Naaba 
Wedraogo, but this tradition seems to be a late one and almost certainly 
stems from Mossi ideological imperialism. In Durtenga, Junzo Kawada 
found a tradition according to which Dyaba was the son of N a Nedega, 
king of G a m b a g a . 3 2 It is significant that these traditions seem to be un­
known in G u r m a itself, where it is related that, like the first K u r u m b a 
king of L u r u m , the first king of N u n g u descended from heaven, a legend 
which at least has the interest of marking the independence of the history 
of the dynasty of G u r m a from that of the northern Ghanaian and Mossi 
dynasties.33 

The beginnings of the history of the Mossi kingdoms 
During the sixteenth century the descendants of Naaba Wedraogo 
extended their sway over all the peoples of the valley of the White Volta; 
in the west they reached and crossed the Red Volta, and Boromo, in the 
valley of the Black Volta, marked the westernmost stage of the Mossi 
advance. This was followed by some regrouping and a stabilization of Mossi 
territory, the frontiers of which remained unchanged until the colonial 
period, when a new type of Mossi expansionism developed in the form 
of agricultural colonization. 

T h e beginnings of the history of the Mossi kingdoms were for long 
obscure, largely owing to the delayed predominance exerted by the 
Tenkudugo (Tenkogodo) tradition over the older but now not very wide­
spread traditions of the southern commands . Thanks to the work of Junzo 
K a w a d a , it is n o w possible to form a fairly precise idea of the complexity 
of the origin of the territorial commands in the south of Mossi territory.34 

Because of this complexity, it is not yet possible to obtain an overall view 
ofthat history; what is certain is that a long period of maturation preceded 
the actual conquest of the valley of the White Volta and the establishment 
of the great royal dynasties which w e know today. According to Kawada, 

31. M a h m u d Ka'ti, loc. cit., 1898, pp. 275-6, note 1, p. 276, note 2. 
32. J. Kawada, 1979. 
33. W . Staude, 1961. 
34. Kawada, op. cit. 
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the Mamprusi kingdom in its first form originated in Pusuga; Zambarga 
and Sanga were the first Mossi commands in the strict sense. T h e local 
dynasties of Durtenga and Komin-Yanga, whose chiefs were Gurmankyeba 
- or more accurately Yarse3 s - seem to have come directly from Pusuga 
and, as has been seen, the present Nungu dynasty might have originated 
in Durtenga. F rom the Zambarga command is said to have come the Kinzem 
command , which in turn led to those of Wargay, Laigay and Tenoagen; 
it is supposed to have been from Kinzem that the first conquerors left 
for the north-west. T h e G o d e dynasty, from which in turn the Tenkudugo 
dynasty was detached, is said to have come from that of Tenoagen. 

After what appears to have been a period of preparation for ambitious 
politico-military undertakings, the setting for which was a southerly 
territory around Zambarga, Kinzem and a few other small places, the Mossi 
conquests developed rapidly. T w o major figures in this early history, Naaba 
R a w a and Naaba Zungrana, whose actions can be situated in the second 
half of the fifteenth century, are placed by oral tradition in the generation 
of the 'sons' of Naaba Wedraogo. N o doubt it is hardly necessary to stress 
that the filial - and hence fraternal - relationships which I have given 
for the first figures of Mossi history are highly problematical; this is 
particularly true where the association of Naaba Wedraogo with Naaba 
R a w a and with Naaba Zungrana is concerned. It is remarkable to note 
in this connection that the traditions relating to these two supposed sons 
of Naaba Wedraogo are mutually exclusive: where Naaba Rawa is known, 
Naaba Zungrana is unknown, and vice versa. Moreover, although there 
can be no doubt as to the historical existence of Naaba Rawa , in view 
of the great quantity of concordant information and evidence relating to 
him, that of Naaba Zungrana is m u c h more open to question. Whereas 
traces of Naaba Zungrana can be found only in a few places in the south 
and centre of Mossi country, Naaba Rawa immediately assumes the stature 
of a great conqueror. 

T h e musicians of Yatenga acclaim Naaba R a w a as the chief of Po (Kasena 
territory, known as Pugo in More) , Zondoma, Sanga and Dubare, the last 
three places n o w being situated in the territory of the great Mossi kingdom 
of the north. Naaba Rawa was the founder of the sole Mossi political founda­
tion in history to merit the name of 'empire', known by the name of 
Rawatenga.36 For a very brief period this united under a single authority 
the greater part of present-day Mossi territory, with a large network of 
local commands in the central part of the country, the main ones being 
N y u , Nanoro, Sao, Dapelego, M a g e and Y u b u . Rawatenga, too large and 

35. In More the term yanga designates the east; the Yarse are people of the east in 
relation to the Mossi of the southern zone and are regarded as intermediaries between 
the Mossi and the Gurmankyeba. 

36. In More the word tenga means the earth and also has the sense of 'territory'; such 
formations as Rawatenga, 'land of Rawa ' , Yatenga, 'land of Yadega' and Wubritenga, 'land 
of Wubri ' are derived from it. 
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established at too remote a period, when the density of Mossi commands 
was still low and the submission of the autochthonous populations still 
partial, was unable to preserve its unity. Although a few sons or companions 
of Naaba R a w a long maintained commands in the centre of Mossi territory, 
the only coherent political formation which emerged from Rawatenga, even 
during Naaba Rawa's lifetime, was the kingdom of Zondoma, whose name 
was taken from one of Naaba Rawa's three residences in present-day 
Yatenga. 

Naaba R a w a ended his conquests in the plain of Gondo , peopled by 
Dogon, w h o m he drove out of Yatenga in the direction of the Bandiagara 
cliff (Sanga and Dubare are now situated on the borders of Mossi territory 
and Dogon territory). In the north, Naaba Rawa set up numerous local 
commands, which he entrusted to sons, younger brothers and lieutenants. 
In Yatenga today there are many chiefs belonging directly or by assimilation 
to that lineage, including the chief of the village of Zondoma, where the 
tomb of the prestigious Naaba Rawa is located; they have there the status 
of 'masters of war' (tasobanamba) and throughout the kingdom's history 
have supplied many court dignitaries (nayiridemba). It was largely at the 
expense of the kingdom of Zondoma that the territorial development of 
Yatenga took place, from the second half of the sixteenth century. As has 
been said, Mossi historiography has but little to say at present about Naaba 
Zungrana, the younger 'brother' of Naaba Rawa; traces of him are to be 
found, however, at various points in the country, particularly in the southern 
region of M a n g a , and the two small kingdoms of Ratenga and Zitenga, 
bordering on Yatenga in the south-east, are reputed to have been founded 
by 'sons' of this little-known chief. 

During this period, when the first Mossi political formations were being 
established, w e can distinguish five major streams of penetration into the 
central area of the White Volta basin from the south. T h e first was in 
the western part of the area, with Naaba Pasgo and Naaba Silga, w h o 
crossed the White Volta and extended their influence over the regions of 
Kombisiri and Manga. T h e second had as its objective the region of 
Kugupela (Koupela). T h e third was on the shores of the lake of B a m , 
where Naaba Ratageba, founder of Ratenga, settled; not far from there his 
brother, Naaba Ziido, founded Zitenga. T h e fourth, with Naaba G igma, 
was directed towards the region of Bulsa. T h e fifth ended in the heart 
of the central zone, where Wubritenga was to be founded, as its name 
indicates, by Naaba Wubr i , 'son' of Naaba Zungrana. A m o n g the con­
querors and founders of dynasties of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth 
centuries, two figures stand out: Naaba G igma and Naaba Wubr i . According 
to the eastern traditions Naaba Gigma was an older brother of Naaba Wubr i , 
w h o was ousted from power by his younger brother.37 Naaba Gigma e m -

37. T h e ousting of an elder by a younger brother is a frequently recurring theme in 
Mossi territory in the original traditions of the territorial commands . 
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barked upon the conquest of the eastern part of present-day Mossi territory 
and extended his influence northward as far as the present borders of 
Liptako.3 8 It is interesting to note in this connection that the Mossi political 
formations of the east make up a single broad territorial strip running from 
north to south along the frontier of G u r m a : it would seem that by then 
the Gurmankyeba were already organized on a sufficiently firm basis for 
their territory to have offered an insurmountable barrier to Mossi designs 
for expansion to the east. 

Naaba Wubr i was the founder of the present ruling dynasty of the 
kingdom of Wagadugu, whose sovereigns bear the title of Moogo Naaba, 
'chief of the Moogo ' , that is to say of all Mossi country.39 I have placed 
the political appearance of Naaba Wubri at the very end of the fifteenth 
century (1495, as a formal hypothesis); in practice, therefore, his reign 
covers the beginning of the sixteenth century. Naaba Wubri took possession 
of the region of Zinyare, which subsequently took the name of Wubritenga: 
it is related that his coming put an end to the incessant wars waged among 
themselves by the autochthonous peoples. F rom Wubritenga, Naaba Wubr i 
extended his authority to the east and north-east; he made war on the 
people of Lay, and his conquests led him as far as Yako and Kudugo 
(Koudougou), into regions where the Mossi already had numerous local 
commands, some of which had belonged to Rawatenga. Naaba Wubri died 
in La , near Yako, which he had perhaps made his last residence; his remains 
were transferred to the village known since then as wubriyaoge ('place of 
Wubri's tomb'), and his relics were placed in Gilongu, Dabozuge-Yaoge and 
Lumbila, where sanctuaries of the kings of Wagadugu are to be found. 

O n the death of Naaba Wubri, the kingdom which he had founded in­
cluded under one c o m m a n d nearly all the local divisions of the central 
region; his immediate successors were to continue his work, in particular 
by extending their influence westwards. In the reign of Naaba Nasbiire, 
the third son of Naaba Wubri to become king, the royal capital was La , 
where the founder of the dynasty had died. T w o sons of Naaba Wubri 
set out in the direction of present-day Yatenga: Naaba Rimso, w h o 
established the G a m b o command , and his younger brother, Naaba 
W u m t a n e , founder of the kingdom of Giti, w h o fought against the Dogon 
and enslaved the smiths. During the same period, a military chief, Naaba 
Swida, settled in Minima, near Gursi, where he was joined by another 
chief from the south, Naaba W a r m a . 

T h e accession of Naaba K u m d u m y e , son of Naaba Nyingnemdo and 
grandson of Naaba Wubri , coincided with the departure of Naaba Yadega, 
son of Naaba Nasbiire, for the region of Gursi. Naaba Yadega, who had 

38. It will be recalled that Liptako, a Fulani amirate whose capital is Dori, was con­
stituted long after the period considered here; the population of this region of the north 
of the Upper Volta must have consisted of Songhay, K u r u m b a and Gurmankyeba. 

39. T h e Mossi (Moose, sing. Moogo) call all the country which they control Moogo; 
the territory of the Mossi is, in practice, equated with the 'world'. 
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been brought up by Naaba Swida, chief of Minima, had been unable to 
get the better of Naaba K u m d u m y e in the struggle for power and went 
off to try his luck elsewhere, accompanied by his eldest sister, Pabre, who 
had stolen for him the regalia placed in her custody in her capacity as 
napoko.40 M y hypothesis is that these events took place in 1540: as already 
stated, this is our second pivotal date in the history of the Mossi. Naaba 
K u m d u m y e was to play a considerable role in the establishment of the 
present kingdoms. Under his leadership, the Mossi advance reached its 
highest point with a deep, though short-lived, penetration into Gurunsi 
territory. The direct descendants of Naaba K u m d u m y e were the founders 
of the present-day kingdoms of Konkistenga, Yako, T e m a , M a n e and 
Busuma. During the preceding generation, the present dynasty of Bulsa 
had been founded by a son of Naaba Wubri , Naaba Namende , w h o thus 
acquired part of the political heritage of Naaba Gigma. The kingdom of 
Kugupela was founded by a son of Naaba Namende, Naaba Kurita.41 The 
foundation of the kingdom of Kayao can be attributed to another grandson 
of Naaba Wubri, Naaba Yelleku, son of Naaba Nasbiire and consequently 
brother of Naaba Yadega by the same father. With Naaba Kuda , the son 
of Naaba K u m d u m y e (second half of the sixteenth century), the central 
Mossi territory assumed its final shape; the main initiative of this sovereign, 
the last Moogo Naaba of the period under consideration here, was to send 
his son Naaba Tasango, founder of the present kingdom of Tatenga, into 
the mountains of Risyam. 

By the time Naaba Yadega reached the region of Gursi, there were already 
a large number of Mossi commands in what is now Yatenga territory.42 

T h e principal political force in the region was the kingdom of Zondoma, 
the northern incarnation of Rawatenga, but it was rivalled by other forma­
tions, first among them the kingdom of Giti; in the south-west, on the 
borders of the newly-established Mossi territory and of S a m o territory, 
the Minima and Gursi commands were merely the two principal Mossi 
strongholds of a series around which small regional commands were formed. 
F rom Gursi, Naaba Yadega set out to achieve three aims: to neutralize 

40. O n the death of a Mossi chief or king, between the official announcement of his 
death (not to be confused with the actual time of his death) and the appointment of his 
successor, his position is temporarily assumed by his eldest daughter, w h o is given the 
title of napoko, literally 'chief w o m a n ' ; the napoko is a substitute for her father, whose 
clothes she wears. 

41. T h e kurita is the representative among the living of a dead chief; the word kurita, 
which means 'reigning dead m a n ' is constructed by analogy with narita, 'reigning chief. 
T h e kurita is generally chosen from among the sons of the dead chief; he has no power 
by virtue of his title and he is debarred from the succession, but he can become a chief 
in an area outside his family's c o m m a n d ; if a kurita becomes a chief, he retains the nom 
de guerre (zab yure) of naaba kurita. 

42. Gursi today is an important place in south-west Yatenga; it seems to have been 
an important economic centre, a crafts and trading centre, and a staging post on the caravan 
route at a very early period. 
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his adoptive father, Naaba Swida; to form an alliance with the Gursi chief, 
Naaba W a r m a ; and to extend his conquests in the direction of S a m o 
territory. Firmly settled in Gursi, Naaba Yadega established a second 
residential area at Lago. Under Naaba Geda, the second son of Naaba 
Yadega, w h o was in power at the end of the sixteenth century, the young 
kingdom of Yatenga finally broke all its links with the kingdom of 
W a g a d u g u . 4 3 F r o m that time on, the two great Mossi kingdoms, Wagadugu 
and Yatenga, were to have separate destinies and were to constitute the 
two territorial poles of the Mossi hegemony, each of them being surrounded 
by small vassal kingdoms constituting their zones of influence. 

T o sum up, the history of the Mossi kingdoms, which began in the 
first half or the middle of the fifteenth century, developed through three 
main phases during the period with which w e are concerned: first, there 
was a phase of preparation (the second half of the fifteenth century); then 
came a phase of conquest (the first half of the sixteenth century); and 
finally, a phase of stabilization (the second half of the sixteenth century). 

T h e Mossi political system 

I shall here give only a very brief outline of the Mossi political system; 
indeed, w e know very little about the history of Mossi institutions, which 
can be outlined only from the end of the eighteenth century for Yatenga 
and the beginning of the nineteenth for the kingdom of Wagadugu . In 
fact, the wealth of information available concerning the organization of 
the Mossi kingdoms, which began to be collected in 1907, makes it possible 
to describe h o w the public institutions functioned, but only at the very 
end of the pre-colonial period. T h e fundamental feature of the Mossi 
political system, as all observers agree, is the distinction m a d e by society 
between those w h o held the mastery of the land (tengsobondo) and those 
w h o held the power (naam); the former, representing the autochthonous 
inhabitants, are also called 'people of the land' or 'sons of the land', the 
latter in principle are the Mossi. But here the distinction between the in­
digenous people and the conquerors is not always free of ambiguity; further­
more, at least where the 'people of power' are concerned, it is necessary 
to include with the Mossi proper (that is, the descendants of Naaba 
Wedraogo) the captives of the royal courts, w h o were for the most part 
of outside origin. Directly connected to this distinction between 'the people 
of the land' and 'the people of power' was the distinction m a d e between 
'the master of the land' (tengsoba) and the chief (naaba); it also had 
repercussions for religious ideology, since the people of the land, as their 
n a m e indicates, were associated with earth worship, whereas the people 

43. The founder of Yatenga, Naaba Yadega, held the royal insignia of Naaba Wubri, 
stolen by his eldest sister, the napoko Pabre, but we are told that Naaba Kurita and Naaba 
Geda, his two immediate successors, were enthroned at La, at that time the residence 
of the kings of Wagadugu. 
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of power recognized the divine supremacy of W e n d e , w h o was believed 
to be of celestial - perhaps solar - origin. T h e unity of society, in which 
religion was associated with the autochthonous people and power with the 
conquerors, was marked by the syncretic union of Naaba W e n d e and 
Napaga Tenga (napaga: chiefs wife). 

W e know little about the identity of the pre-Mossi populations, except 
for Yatenga, the history of whose settlement has been established.44 It 
appears possible to distinguish three main indigenous groups. First, there 
were the peoples known as Gurunsi, speaking the 'Voltaic' or G u r language; 
they m a y be linked, by reason of linguistic affinities, with the K u r u m b a , 
w h o m the Mossi called the Fulse and w h o constituted the principal pre-
Mossi stock of Yatenga. There were also the Dogon (Kibse in More ) , whose 
former habitat seems to have been very extensive in Mossi territory but 
w h o , because of their armed resistance to the conquest, were the principal 
victims of the new power. Finally, there were the M a n d e peoples, the two 
main groups being the S a m o (Ninise) and the Bisa (Busase), n o w separated 
territorially but having perhaps a c o m m o n origin. Masters of the land, 
the autochthonous inhabitants were responsible for the annual fertility rites 
and in Yatenga, for instance, it was by means of sacrifices on certain land 
altars that a newly designated king, w h o like every holder of power bore 
the title of naaba (Yatenga naaba), could be enthroned and thus acquire 
the right to assume the title rima, which entitled him to be buried in the 
royal cemetery and allowed his sons or rimbio to aspire to the throne. 

T o continue with the example of Yatenga, the holders of power, apart 
from the king himself, m a y be divided into three categories: the 'people 
of the king's household' (nayiridemba); the 'masters of war' (tasobanamba); 
and the members of the royal lineage or nakombse, from which the sovereign 
was descended. T h e people of the king's household, or royal servants, and 
the masters of war might be either Mossi or royal captives; those w h o 
were of Mossi origin belonged to long-established families of chiefs, whose 
origin often went back to pre-Yatenga political formations (for instance, 
the kingdom of Zondoma) . T h u s it was from Mossi only remotely related 
to him, or from captives, that the king chose those on w h o m his power 
was directly based, whereas it was against those near to him, the nakombse, 
that the power was apt to be exercised. T h e Yatenga naaba lived in one 
of the country's four royal residences, surrounded by his wives and by 
Mossi or captive servants. T h e royal servants were organized in four groups 
for each of the royal residences; each of these groups was headed by a 
high-ranking dignitary called nesomde (plur. nesomba). For each of the four 
potential courts there was thus a college of four nesomba, three of Mossi 
origin (togo naaba, balum naaba and waranga naaba) and one of captive 
origin (bin naaba or rasant naaba). 

O n e particular college oí nesomba dignitaries appointed by the king, which 

44. Cf. M . Izard, 1965. 
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was associated with the effective royal residence, constituted a veritable 
government of the kingdom and, on the king's death, played the part 
of an electoral college. It was responsible for choosing the new king from 
a m o n g the aspirants to the throne, within a system of devolution of power 
that had no automatic rule of succession. T h e transfer of power from elder 
brother to younger brother in fact m a d e it possible for any king's son 
to aspire to the throne, or more accurately for any w h o was the eldest 
of a group of full brothers, sons of the same king, to do so. T h e history 
of Yatenga in the nineteenth century, n o w well k n o w n , shows that the 
laxity of Mossi custom regarding the transfer of power had the effect of 
triggering regular dynastic crises, which led to real civil wars between 
opposing factions belonging to the royal lineage. After the period of external 
conquest, the Mossi, w e m a y conclude, became engaged in incessant 
struggles for power within their o w n frontiers, despite an ever-increasing 
centralization of authority and the ever-growing importance assumed by 
the state machinery, to the detriment of the nobility which supplied 
candidates to the throne. 

F r o m one end of Mossi territory to the other m a n y variations in the 
details of institutions could certainly be found, but what is more striking 
is the remarkable linguistic and cultural unity of Mossi society, despite 
its historically composite nature; moreover, this unity can be seen in the 
coherence of the ideology of power, which m a y be regarded as a genuine 
and profound political philosophy. W e have here one of the great civiliza­
tions of West Africa. 

T h e peoples of the Volta basin without centralized political 
systems 
Here again, it seems difficult to dwell at length on matters which certainly 
come within the province of history, but about which very little is known . 
It is true that w e have a coherent picture of the non-state societies of 
the Volta basin, but it is a contemporary one. Their history remains to 
be established in most cases. T h e absence of a state structure often reduces 
the pre-colonial history of societies based on lineage or on village c o m ­
munities to a list of recent (nineteenth-century) migrations; or, if w e look 
at societies organized as states, w e are left with the effects on those societies 
of the policies of conquest and assimilation of the neighbouring kingdoms. 
In the great majority of cases - no doubt through lack of systematic re­
search - what w e k n o w at present concerning non-state societies does not 
take us back beyond the end of the eighteenth or the beginning of the 
nineteenth century; between recent history and the founding myths there 
is generally an immense gap, which the historian still has to attempt to 
fill. In other words, w e cannot possibly discuss with any certainty the history 
of the societies presented here for the period with which w e are dealing. 
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Since this chapter is centred around the history of the Mossi kingdoms, 
it would seem legitimate to commence, in this paragraph, with the societies 
called 'Voltaic' or Gur , a name based strictly on linguistic classifications. 
The G u r languages have been widely studied - more, it is true, from the 
taxonomic than the genetic point of view - and we are indebted to Gabriel 
Manessy for having s u m m e d up our knowledge concerning this important 
family of languages.4 s T h e Gur group comprises a large number of 
languages spoken today in Upper Volta and in large areas in the north 
of the Ivory Coast, Ghana, Togo and Benin. D e Lavergne de Tressan 
divides the G u r languages into three subgroups: More , Lobi-Bobo and 
Senufo, with the More subgroup comprising the More , G u r m a , Tern and 
Gurunde languages.46 Westermann and Bryan, like the former author, 
identify a separate Senufo subgroup, but considerably diversify the other 
subgroups, thus singling out Kulango, Lobi-Dogon (Lobi, Bobo and 
Dogon), Grusi, G u r m a , Tern, Bargu and Mossi; Mossi in turn is associated 
with a group of languages comprising, in addition to Mossi proper, 
Dagomba , Nankanse, Talensi, Wala, Dagari, Birifo and N a m n a m . 4 7 

Greenberg proposes a classification similar to the preceding one by sub­
dividing the Mossi-Grunshi or Gur subfamily into seven groups: Senufo, 
Mossi, Grunshi, Tern, Bargu, G u r m a and Kilinga.48 Köhler, whose classi­
fication has been reconstructed by Manessy, suggested a central nucleus 
of Gur languages, which he divided into three groups: Mossi-Dagomba 
(Mamprusi, Dagomba and Mossi, languages of the Atacora), Grusi (eastern 
Grusi: Kabre, Tern, Kala; western Grusi; northern Grusi: Ku rumba) and 
G u r m a . 4 9 Köhler also included Senufo and Bariba among the G u r 
languages, together with a number of residual languages of Togo and 
Dogon, a language which has lexical affinities with the Gur languages, 
but whose syntax is said to be of the M a n d e type. 

Although there is far from being a consensus among the specialists, w h o 
in any case never provide a set of formal criteria for their classifications, 
it is generally considered that within the G u r languages it is possible to 
distinguish a large Mossi group comprising three subgroups: Mossi, 
Dagomba and Birifor-Dagari-Wile, with the Dagomba subgroup c o m ­
prising Dagomba , Mamprusi , N a n u m b a , Nankana, Talensi and Kusasi. 
These problems of classification lead to even more complex problems of 
genetic affiliation between languages, to the study of which glotto-
chronology has as yet made only a very slender contribution. Simply group­
ing languages together on the basis of the affinities between them shows 
at least that inter-related languages are spoken both in societies with and 
those without state structures: thus M o r e (the language of the Mossi) is 

45. G . Manessy, 1963. 
46. M . de Lavergne de Tressan, 1953. 
47. D . Westermann and M . A . Bryan, 1970. 
48. J. H . Greenberg, 1955. 
49. O . Köhler, 1958, and an unpublished work (untitled) quoted by Manessy, op. cit. 
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very close to Dagari. At most it can be noted that unification into a state 
generally results in few dialect forms, whereas non-centralized political 
systems have an extremely large number of dialects. 

Linguistic classifications also raise the following problem: did the foreign 
conquerors, as was long believed in the case of the Mossi and as certain 
signs would suggest, impose their language on the conquered, who were 
forced to give up their o w n languages, or did the reverse phenomenon 
occur, the people in power being so to speak acculturated by the people 
of the land? Once w e can give a precise answer to this question, w e will 
undoubtedly have gone a considerable way towards understanding certain 
mechanisms fundamental to the establishment of centralized systems in 
Africa. 

W h e n considering the vast group of G u r languages, one is tempted to 
go on from a classification of languages to a classification of cultures. T o 
do so is to assume that certain problems of method have been solved, 
which is not generally so; this explains w h y the endeavours of Delafosse, 
of Baumann and of Murdock are on the whole very disappointing.50 It 
must also be remembered that the 'Voltaic' linguistic and cultural universes 
do not coincide exactly. T o take but one example, the B w a speak a G u r 
language but are of M a n d e culture, like their neighbours the Bobo, w h o 
speak a M a n d e language. 

Oswald Köhler, already cited, has presented a very comprehensive 
picture of the societies of the Volta basin, but the groupings he makes 
are very close to his linguistic classification; thus he calls the K u r u m b a 
'northern Grusi', although they are very far removed culturally from the 
group of peoples w h o m the anthropologists call 'Gurunsi' and w h o occupy 
a vast area to the west of Mossi territory. Less systematic in intention, 
but genuinely based on an anthropological approach to societies, the in­
ventory made by G u y L e Moal has the merit of being free from a priori 
taxonomic assumptions." A m o n g the peoples of the Volta basin, Le Moal 
distinguishes the Mossi, Gurunsi, Bobo, M a n d e and Senufo groups on 
the basis of cultural and regional groupings and puts together under a 
c o m m o n heading the peoples of the south-western part of present-day 
Upper Volta. 

With the Mossi must be associated those pre-Mossi peoples whose 
identity has been to some extent preserved, for example the K u r u m b a , 
who undoubtedly established, in the kingdom of L u r u m , a political forma­
tion comprising some elements of centralized power, initially based on the 
concept of 'divine kingship'. T h e K u r u m b a , under the name of Fulse, 
belonged to the groups of 'people of the land' of the Mossi kingdoms, 
Yatenga in particular, in the same way as the Maranse, w h o were Songhay, 
the Yarse, originally mainly M a n d e , or the Kambosi, w h o were of Bambare, 

50. Delafosse, op. cit.; H . Baumann 1948; G . P . Murdock, 1959. 
51. G. Le Moal, 1963. 
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Dafing or Dioula origin. With the Gurunsi, w e leave the domain of states. 
Traditionally, anthropologists give the name 'Gurunsi' to the following 
six segmented societies: Lela, N u n a , Kasena, Sisóla, K o and Puguli. They 
are generally associated with societies settled on the present borders of 
Ghana and Upper Volta, like the Talensi, the Kusasi and the Nankansi; 
these m a y be considered culturally autonomous in relation to the neigh­
bouring state formations, but from the point of view of those states they 
were dependent or tributary societies. Since the work of Meyer Fortes, 
these societies have, as w e know, provided anthropological theory with 
the model of the political system 'segmented by lineage'.52 

T h e peoples known as Bobo (with w h o m w e m a y associate the Borom, 
of M a n d e origin) comprise essentially the B w a (formerly called the Bobo-
Wule) and the Bobo proper (formerly the Bobo-Fing). These societies, 
in which initiation linked to do worship played an important role, had 
a political organization based on autonomous village communities. T h e 
same was true of the S a m o and the Bisa on the one hand, and the Dafing 
or Marka on the other. Dafing territory extended from the valley of Suru, 
in the north, to the region of Bobo-Dyulaso, in the south. T h e Dafing 
were Musl im traders and warriors, but large minorities had preserved their 
traditional religion. They were responsible for the establishment of 
numerous small centralized states; the way in which they came into the 
history of the valley of the Black Volta is comparable to the entry of the 
Dioula into the history of the region lying between Bobo-Dyulaso and 
K o n g . T h e societies related to the Senufo - such as the Karaboro, the 
Tusya, the Turka, the G w e and the W a r a - borrowed numerous elements 
from that culture; thus the Tusya had a secret society, the lo, which had 
features similar to the poro. 

Under the regional heading, 'peoples of the south-west', Le Moal brings 
together the Wile, the Dagari, the Birifo, the Lobi and the D y a , among 
others. These peoples originated in what is n o w Ghana and crossed the 
Black Volta in successive waves from the sixteenth century. T h e Wile, 
w h o were the first to arrive, drove back the Puguli; they were followed 
by the Dagari, w h o had linguistic and cultural affinities with the Wile 
but whose system of descent was bilateral, whereas that of the Wile was 
patrilateral. T h e Birifo arrived at the same time as the Dagari, that is to 
say after the Lobi; their system of descent was comparable to that of the 
Dagari. T h e Wile, the Dagari and the Birifo had a language belonging 
to the Mossi group; another characteristic was the importance assumed 
in their social life by the secret initiation into the bagre; the Birifo, immediate 
neighbours of the Lobi, took m a n y of their cultural traits from them. A m o n g 
the Lobi, matrilineal elements predominated largely over patrilineal ones; 
the importance of initiation into the dyoro played an essential role in social 
control. T h e D y a had close affinities with the Lobi and crossed the Black 

52. M . Fortes, 1940. 
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Volta at about the same time. T h e peoples of the south-west had a seg­
mented political organization but, unlike the Gurunsi, had no forms of 
centralized power based on 'divine kingship'. 

Apart from these agricultural societies, it must not be forgotten that 
pastoral societies — the Fulani and the Tuareg - existed in the Niger Bend 
and the upper Volta basin. T h e Fulani, w h o were to be found in the valley 
of the Black Volta, the Suru valley, the G o n d o plain, Jelgoji, Liptako and 
Yaga, set up numerous local c o m m a n d s (Dokwi, in the valley of the Black 
Volta; Barani, in the Suru valley; Jibo, Barabulle and Tongomayel in Jelgoji) 
and founded the state of Liptako. But here again, the history of the historical 
Fulani formations can be outlined only for a more recent period - starting 
in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries - than that considered in this 
volume. 

The economic approach 

Looking at subsistence crops, w e find that the dominant feature in the 
greater part of the area under consideration here was the cultivation of 
millet, which was replaced in the north by cultivated and wild varieties of 
fonio, and, in the south, by tubers. Cotton of the Gossypium punctatum type, 
still known today, had no doubt been cultivated for a very long time in the 
dry, shrubby, savannah zone. It seems clear that at the time of the founda­
tion of the first Mossi kingdoms weaving was widespread, although long 
garments were reserved for the chiefs. In Mossi territory, the Yarse, of west 
M a n d e origin, are associated with weaving; according to the oral tradition 
of the Yarse of the kingdom of Wagadugu , a weaver made for Naaba Wubr i 
a costume consisting of a loose shirt, trousers and a cap. T h e craft of dyeing, 
a Songhay speciality, was as old as weaving and complementary to it, the 
two principal dye plants being indigo and Anogeissus leicarpus, giving a dye 
khaki-yellow in colour. 

T h e rearing of zebu cattle was the business of the Sahel herdsmen, the 
Fulani. T h e cultivators, for their part, raised only domestic farmyard 
animals: sheep, goats and poultry. T h e breeding of donkeys and horses, in 
which the northern part of present-day Mossi territory long played an im­
portant role, deserves special mention. Yatenga, for instance, exported 
donkeys to central and southern Mossi country, and the eastern zones of 
that kingdom were noted for the quality of their Dongolawi horses, intro­
duced long before from Upper Egypt. T h e horse was the beast of war par 
excellence - the donkey being mainly a beast of burden for the caravans -
and was represented by five races: those of Yatenga, Jelgoji, the K u r u m b a 
country, the G o n d o plain and Barani.53 

T h e two local industries, generally practised in association, were metal-
working and pottery. Here again, Yatenga stands out from the rest of Mossi 

53. Cf. de Franco, 1905. 
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territory in that it is rich in fairly high-grade iron ore, although the ore 
is also found throughout the western part of present-day Upper Volta. 

W e k n o w virtually nothing of the early history of the long-distance trade. 
Conducted in the Volta basin by the Yarse, it seems to have been in existence 
when the Mossi arrived, although it developed considerably when the new 
states came into being. There is, however, a direct link between the develop­
ment of long-distance trading and the technical mastery of weaving. T h e 
Yarse, w h o were both weavers and traders, used white or dyed cotton strips 
as local freight merchandise; in their inter-regional trade, which was con­
ducted on a two-way basis between north and south, the north supplied 
mainly block salt from the Sahara - but also dried fish and mats - and 
the south mainly kola nuts. T h e currency of exchange was the cowrie (the 
heavy Cyprea annulas and the light Cyprea moneta), whose value m a y have 
been defined very early in relation to gold. In practice, m a n y different 
standards of value were used for merchandise: a cubit of cotton fabric 
served as a unit of account for ordinary goods, whereas horses, for instance, 
were generally paid for in captives. T h e smiths of the metal-working centres 
themselves conducted the trade in finished products (tools and weapons) 
and balls of iron intended for refining. 

T h e history of h u m a n settlement has provided evidence of the age of 
some of the trading centres. Unfortunately, in the absence of archaeo­
logical data, all that can be said of the economy of the Volta basin between 
the twelfth and sixteenth centuries is still only a hypothetical extrapolation, 
based on information gathered by European travellers in the nineteenth 
century: this is an area of research which it is essential to explore. 
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The kingdoms and peoples 
of Chad 

D. L A N G E 

In the twelfth century, the major part of the region of Lake Chad lay 
under the sway of a powerful kingdom, K a n e m . Other kingdoms probably 
existed in the area at the time, and a variety of peoples lived there in 
separate clans or ethnic groups. K a n e m was known in very early times 
to Arab travellers and geographers and was the only political entity of 
international renown between the N u b a of the Nile valley and the Kaukau 
on the Niger Bend to the west. In view of the existing sources and the 
state of our knowledge, this survey will of necessity deal more with K a n e m 
and the peoples living in that kingdom than with those outside, w h o did 
not attract the attention of the chroniclers and on w h o m , therefore, w e 
have very little documentation. 

K a n e m , which is mentioned in various external sources from the ninth 
century onwards, is also distinguished by the existence of an internal source: 
the Dïwân of the sultans of K a n e m - B o r n u . 1 T h e origins of the Diwan 
probably date back to the first half of the thirteenth century. At that time, 
the court chroniclers began to set d o w n in writing certain facts relating 
to dynastic history that had formerly been handed d o w n by word of mouth. 
But before moving on to the events of their o w n era, the chroniclers under­
took to make a written record of the main elements of a tradition that 
dated back to the end of the tenth century. Subsequently, the work was 
brought continuously up to date until the end of the Sefuwa dynasty in 
the nineteenth century; on the death of each sovereign, a short paragraph 
was added relating to his reign. This method of composition might, after 
six centuries, have produced a voluminous work. In point of fact, the 
Diwan in its present state consists of only 5^ pages. T o be sure, the Diwan 
informs us above all of the dynastic history of K a n e m - B o r n u , but it is 
possible to deduce from it certain elements of information relating to other 
aspects of the history of the central Sudan.2 

There is, in addition, a certain amount of information provided by Arab 
geographers. O f particular value for the study of the history of the central 

1. T h e text of the Dïwân has been translated with a commentary in D . Lange, 1977a. 
2. ibid. 
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Sudan are the records of al-Idrïsï (writing in 1154), Ibn Said (d. 1286) 
and al-Makrïzï (d. 1442).3 T h e two series of records largely complement 
one another: the African chroniclers provide the temporal framework and 
the Arab geographers the spatial dimension. (See the maps based on 
al-Idrîsï and Ibn Sa'ïd, Figs. 10.1-10.3.) 

The Sefuwa dynasty 
It is shown in the previous volume of this series that K a n e m was for several 
centuries under the rule of the Zaghawa.4 This came to an end during 
the second half of the eleventh century with the advent of a new dynasty 
that bore the name of Sefuwa, claiming as it did to descend from the 
Yemenite hero, Sayf b. DhTYazan (see Fig. 10.6). The founder of this dynasty 
was H u m m a y (c. 1075-1180). Everything suggests that he was a Berber; 
to judge by his name (derived from M u h a m m a d ) and his genealogy, he 
came from a profoundly Islamized community. W e know from al-Idrïsï 
that m a n y of the inhabitants of Kawar were at that time mulathtjmmün 
Berbers (wearing the lithäm).5 Other sources indicate that the Islamization 
of this area dates back to before the middle of the ninth century.6 It would 
be tempting to conclude that H u m m a y originated from Kawar, but it is 
also possible that he was descended from a Berber group that had already 
been integrated into K a n e m at a time when that province was still ruled 
by the Zaghawa. 

However, the claim to Yemeni ancestry clearly indicates that H u m m a y 
and his m e n were in contact with North African Berbers. T h e latter readily 
laid claim to Himyarite ancestors, to distinguish themselves from the 
Adnanite Arabs. Accordingly, it cannot be an accident that, among the 
presumed ancestors of Sayf b. D h T Yazan, only such names as relate to 
the northern Arab context are mentioned in the Diwan. W e find there 
the names of Kuraysh (the eponymous ancestor of the tribe of the Prophet), 
Mecca (the place of pilgrimage) and Baghdad (the capital of the Abbasids), 
but no mention of Himyar, Kahtän nor indeed of Y e m e n . At the start 
of the thirteenth century, H u m m a y ' s genealogy was clearly emptied of 
its Berber content and assigned a new function: instead of testifying to 
a Himyarite origin, the official genealogy of the Sefuwa kings was required 
above all to prove their long fidelity to Islam. The name of Sayf b. Dh î 
Yazan had by that time become a fossil devoid of significance.7 

3. Al-Idrïsï, French transi. 1866; Ibn Said, al-Maghrïbï, French transi. 1958; al-Makrïzï, 
French transi. 1979; for the latter, see also J. Cuoq, 1975, pp. 382-9. 

4. Cf. Volume III, Chapter 15. 
5. Al-Idrïsï, loe. cit. 
6. Al-Ya'kûbï, French transi. 1937, p. 205. 
7. In a letter from Bornu dating from the end of the fourteenth century, Sayf b. Dh ï 

Yazan is also linked to the eponymous ancestor of the tribe of the Prophet. AI-Kalkashandï 
comments: 'This is a mistake on their part, since Sayf b. Dhï Yazan was a descendant 
of the Tubba of the Yemen , w h o are Himyarites.' 
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F I G . 10.3 The Lake Chad area {Lake Kürt) (after the reconstruction of an extract from the 
map by Ihn Sa'id (first half of the 13th century) carried out by the author of this chapter) 
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Other evidence indicates that the Sefuwa kings wished their Berber 
origins to be forgotten; for example, the thirteenth-century chroniclers' 
record of Salmama b. ' A b d Allah (c. 1182-1210), son of the great-grandson 
of H u m m a y , that he was 'very dark'. According to the chroniclers, 'no 
sultan has been born black since sultan Sayf until this one, but all were 
of the redness of Bedouin Arabs'.8 T o be sure, this information relates 
solely to the second dynasty. W e might, however, have expected to find 
a reference to the Berber origins of the Sefuwa, but once again the 
chroniclers prefer to gloss over it, alluding to the Arabs rather than the 
Berbers. This example shows clearly that, in the chroniclers' eyes, a white 
skin was esteemed only in so far as it was associated with the Muslim 
religion. In other words, what mattered was not a man's colour but his 
religion. 

A passage from Ibn Sa'ïd shows that the foreign origins of the Sefuwa 
had rapidly faded in popular memory . Basing himself on the evidence of 
Ibn Fätima, w h o had himself visited K a n e m , Ibn Said writes: 

T h e sultan of K a n e m . . . is M u h a m m a d i b. Djabl, of the lineage of 
Sayf b. D h î Yazan. T h e capital of his infidel ancestors, prior to their 
conversion to Islam, was M a n a n ; subsequently one of them, his fourth 
great-grandfather, became a Muslim under the influence of a juris­
consult, after which Islam spread throughout the country of K a n e m . 9 

N o w M u h a m m a d b. Djil was the name by which the great king D u n a m a 
Dibalami {c. 1210-48) was known to the outside world. (Ibn Fätima had 
stayed in K a n e m during his reign, in the first half of the thirteenth century.) 
This means that at that time the Sefuwa were considered to be the direct 
descendants of the D u g u w a (Zaghawa kings). Only the introduction of 
Islam - which had become a matter of peaceful 'conversion' - and the 
change of capital remained within the popular tradition to recall the political 
upheavals of the second half of the eleventh century. 

It m a y be inferred from the continuity of the dynastic traditions, also 
borne out by the Dïwân, that K a n e m was by that time a powerfully 
structured state with a firmly established territorial organization. T h e intro­
duction of Islam and the dynastic change had apparently not impaired 
the foundations of this state, whose origins probably date back to the end 
of the sixth century. ' ° Even the change of capital, which was either con-

8. Diwan, para. 17. 
9. Ibn Said, loc. cit, p. 95; Cuoq, op. cit., p. 209. 
10. It has been noted that the tradition reported by Ibn Said is not very trustworthy. 

Al-Idrïsï, writing in the middle of the twelfth century, mentions both Manan and Djimi. 
According to him, Manan had been 'the seat of the prince and lord of the land' (of the 
Zaghawa?) whereas Djimi, which was smaller, is said merely to have belonged to Kanem. 
Quite clearly, al-Idrîsi has attempted to combine contemporary information with infor­
mation stemming from the Zaghawa period. It is therefore not impossible that in his time 
Djimi was already the capital of Kanem. 
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temporary with or subsequent to the dynastic change,11 appears to have 
had no major consequences for the political development of K a n e m . T h e 
states of both the Zaghawa and the Sefuwa had permanent central capitals: 
M a n a n was the residence of the D u g u w a kings for at least a century, and 
Djimi of the Sefuwa kings for three centuries. It was not until the end 
of the fourteenth century, when the Sefuwa were forced to leave K a n e m , 
that Djimi lost its special status and became a city like any other.12 

As regards the change of capital that occurred in the second half of the 
eleventh century (or the beginning of the twelfth), it is important to note 
that Djimi was situated considerably further south than M a n a n . This 
shift might therefore be seen as evidence of the increasing influence of 
the sedentary peoples of K a n e m , at the expense of the semi-nomads of the 
Sahel. 

If w e follow the matrimonial policy of the first Sefuwa kings, as this 
emerges from the information contained in the Diwan, we discover that 
the 'de-Berberization' of the new dynasty - quite perceptible at the 
ideological level - went hand in hand with a progressive increase in 
the political weight of the sedentary peoples. Thanks to the care taken 
by the chroniclers to note the ethnic origins of the queen-mothers, the 
following list can be drawn up: the mother of H u m m a y (c. 1075-86) 
was descended from the Kay; the mother of D u n a m a b. H u m m a y (c. 
1086-1140) was a Tubu ; the mother of Bir b. D u n a m a (c. 1140-66) 
was a Kay (Koyam); the mother of 'Abd Allah b. Bir (c. 1166-82) was 
a Tubu ; the mother of Salmama b. 'Abd AJjäh (1182-1210) was a Dabir; 
the mother of D u n a m a b. Salmama (c. 1210-48) was a M a g o m i (royal 
lineage). Subsequently, all the queen-mothers appear to have been M a g o m i , 
except the mother of Ibrahim b. Bir (c. 1296-1315) who was a 
Kunkuna. 

A first point to be noted is that the Tomaghra, from w h o m two queen-
mothers of the D u g u w a period were descended, are no longer mentioned 
in connection with the Sefuwa kings. This m a y be evidence that they had 
lost their dominant position at the time of the dynastic change which 
occurred in the second half of the eleventh century. Subsequently, the 
Tomaghra undoubtedly continued to play a major role in the central Sudan, 
for they are today to be found in Tibesti and Kawar (the oasis of Bilma), 

11. Cf. Lange, op. cit., ch. 7. 
12. Apart from Djimi and M a n a n , the only cities in K a n e m mentioned by external sources 

are Tarazaki (al-Muhallabl) and N a y (Ibn Said). Later, Ibn Furtüwa, describing the martial 
expeditions of Idrîs Alawoma (1564-96), mentions a large number of localities situated 
in the Lake Chad area, including Djimi. Moreover, it should be noted that the Diwan 
indicates the burial places of all the kings of Kanem-Bornu from the eleventh century. 
Some of these may have been fair-sized cities: in particular, Zamtam (Diwan paras 17 
and 38), Nanigham (paras 25 and 36) and Diskama (para. 20) were places situated to 
the west of Lake Chad but have otherwise not been identified. Djimi is mentioned as 
the burial place of four kings (paras 19, 21, 28 and 29). 
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where they predominate over other T u b u groups. They are also to be 
encountered in K a n e m and in Bornu, where they are largely assimilated 
with the K a n e m b u and the Kanuri. According to the traditions collected 
in Bornu, it is from them that the dynasties of the Mun io and Mandara 
originated. ' 3 

In contrast to the Tomaghra, the K a y are mentioned in connection with 
both dynasties. It would therefore seem that their political status was not 
affected by the fall of the D u g u w a . It will be noted in particular that the 
mother of the founder of the new dynasty was a Kay. Today, the K a y -
known by the name of K o y a m - live to the north of Bornu, in the vicinity 
of the K o m a d u g u Yoo . They are a sedentary people, but the fact that 
they continue to raise camels in an unfavourable environment is evidence 
of their northern, nomadic origins. 

T h e T u b u are mentioned in the Diwan solely in connection with the 
Sefuwa. This may be due to the nature of the information transmitted, 
as the chroniclers tell us only about the D u g u w a reigns following that 
of A y u m a (c. 987-1007) with any degree of precision. None the less, the 
fact that the mother of D u n a m a b. H u m m a y - and hence H u m m a y ' s 
principal wife - was a T u b u appears significant; it is very possible that 
the T u b u contributed to the fall of the D u g u w a . It must be acknowledged, 
however, that the relationship between the T u b u of the Diwan and the 
Zaghawa mentioned in the external sources is far from clear. It is only 
the evidence of Ibn Fâtima, dating from the first half of the thirteenth 
century and transmitted by Ibn Said, that enables a clear distinction to 
be made between the two ethnic entities. T h e Zaghawa, mentioned in con­
junction with the Tadjuwa (Djadja), are vaguely located between K a n e m 
and Nubia, whereas the T u b u are situated very precisely in the vicinity 
of Bahr al-Ghazal.14 There are a number of T u b u groups still living today 
in this region to the east of K a n e m . They are collectively called Daza 
or Gorhan. The 'true' T u b u live in Tibesti and its vicinity. This mountain 
range is generally considered to be the country of origin of all the T u b u 
people (the name tu-bu is taken to mean 'inhabitants of the mountain'), 
but this is by no means certain. ' s 

T w o other ethnic groups mentioned in the Diwan, the Dabir and the 
Kunkuna, no longer exist today. According to information collected by 
Nachtigal, the Dabir (more correctly, the Dibbiri) were a sedentary 
K a n e m b u people; after merging with Daza nomads, they are thought to 
have formed the Kadawa group, which is still living in K a n e m . Barth and 

13. G . Nachtigal, 1967 edn, Vol. 2, p. 338. 
14. In the existing texts of the K. al-djughräfiyya, the name T u b u appears in distorted 

forms. Cf. J. Marquait, 1913; see also Lange, op. cit., ch. 2, para. 13, no. 2. 
15. Concerning the T u b u in general, see J. Chapelle, 1957. It should be noted, however, 

that the chapter on the history of the T u b u is not very trustworthy, in so far as the author 
has largely based himself on the hasty, superficial compilation by Y . Urvoy, 1949. 
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Nachtigal believe that the Kunkuna too were originally a sedentary 
K a n e m b u people, but neither authority has succeeded in establishing a 
clear line of descent to modern ethnic groups. ' 6 

Lastly, the M a g o m i - spelt M . g h . r . m by the chroniclers - constituted 
the patrilineage of the Sefuwa kings. If w e are to believe the information 
contained in the Diwan, the mother of D u n a m a Dibalami (c. 1210-48) 
was the daughter of a brother of 'Abd Allah Bakaru (c. 1166-82). This 
m a y be seen as evidence of the gradual establishment of a lineage group 
that was later to constitute the nucleus of the Kanuri people. There is 
nothing to suggest that the M a g o m i existed before the reign of the Sefuwa, 
and it would certainly be mistaken to see in them the political force that 
enabled H u m m a y to accede to power. By contrast, it is highly likely that 
the M a g o m i in fact comprise all the descendants of the Sefuwa kings (in 
agnatic line), as their genealogies and the names of their different sub­
sections suggest.17 If these considerations are correct, the M a g o m i are the 
nucleus of a people (the Kanuri) that gradually established itself from a 
dynastic stock (that of the Sefuwa); however, the actual origin of the state 
of Kanem-Bornu would have antedated that of the people w h o today form 
its main substratum. 

Before the emergence of the Kanuri people, the K a n e m kings derived 
their power from different ethnic groups, comprising both nomadic and 
sedentary peoples, w h o spoke either Nilotic-Saharan languages - as do 
the T u b u , Zaghawa and Kanuri today18 - or Chad languages.19 In certain 
periods, the power of the K a n e m kings must also have extended, as in 
the thirteenth century, to Berber-speaking groups; but these appear always 
to have been in the minority in relation to the Nilotic-Saharan groups.20 

If the meagre evidence contained in the Diwan is to be believed, it would 
seem that there were three phases in the development and reinforcement 
of the ethnic base of the Sefuwa kings. 

During the first phase, which extended from the advent of H u m m a y 
to the middle of the twelfth century, two nomadic tribes - the T u b u and the 
K a y - appear to have played a predominant role. In the second phase, 
the Dabir and Kunkuna - and probably other sedentary tribes - superseded 

16. Concerning the Dabir, see Nachtigal, op. cit., Vol. 2, pp. 319-20. 
17. Nachtigal, op. cit., Vol. 2, pp. 418-19, mentions the following sections: the Magomi 

U m e w a (descended from H u m m a y ) , the Magomi Tsilimwa (from Salmama), the Magomi 
Biriwa (from Bir) and the Magomi Dalawa (from 'Abd-Alläh). See also Diwan, paras 17-
18. . 

18. The present-day Zaghawa no more resemble the Zaghawa mentioned by Arab authors 
before Ibn Said than the Kanuri resemble any Nilotic-Saharan group prior to the thirteenth 
century. Perhaps only the Tubu have preserved their ethnic identity from this period without 
major changes. 

19. A m o n g these are the Ngizim, Kotoko and Hadjeray languages of today. 
20. Barth supposes the Tomaghra to be of Berber origin, just as he sees in the paramount 

role of the queen-mother (ghumsa) a Berber survival. H e also notes the absence of Berber 
borrowings in the Kanuri vocabulary. 
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the T u b u and the Kay as the main allies of the Sefuwa.21 It was following 
this reversal of alliances that, during the third phase, the political power 
of the royal line of the Magomi became more firmly established; the mother 
of D u n a m a Dibalami (c. 1210-48) was a M a g o m i , as was one of his wives -
the mother of Kaday (c. 1248-77). His other wife - the mother of Bir 
(c. 1277-96) - m a y also have been a M a g o m i , but the chroniclers do not 
specify her ethnic origin. In any case, the son and successor of Bir, Ibrahim 
Nikale (c. 1296-1315), had a Kunkuna mother. After this, the Diwan ceases 
to indicate the ethnic origins of the queen-mothers, and it may be supposed 
that by the start of the fourteenth century the M a g o m i had finally eclipsed 
all the other sedentary groups of K a n e m . 

T h e closing of ranks around the royal line might go some way to explain­
ing the power of the kingdom in the reigns of D u n a m a Dibalami (c. 1210-
48) and his immediate successors. Moreover, it m a y also have been the 
cause - at least indirectly - of the long war against the T u b u that broke 
out during his reign. Barth believed that Dunama 's second wife - the 
mother of Bir—came from an ethnic group bearing the name of L a k m a m a : 2 2 

if this is true, the founding of rival lines by Dunama's two sons, Kaday 
(whose mother was a Magomi ) and Bir, could be attributed to the power 
struggle between the sedentary groups of K a n e m and the royal patrilineage 
of the M a g o m i . It is in any case highly significant that the peaceful period, 
marked by succession from father to son, came to an end when the Sefuwa 
kings ceased to take foreign w o m e n as their (principal) wives and married 
w o m e n descended from their o w n patrilineage instead.23 

K a n e m at its zenith 

T h e development of the state of K a n e m cannot be explained without 
reference to trans-Saharan trade. It is doubtless no accident that the greatest 
state of the central Sudan came into being at the southern terminus of 
the major caravan route passing through Fezzan and the oases of Kawar. 
This trail had probably been in use since R o m a n times: it was the most 
direct line of communication between the Lake Chad region and the 

21. It would be tempting to attribute the transfer of the K a n e m capital to this change 
of alliance. W e should then have to accept that al-Idrïsï was right, and not Ibn Said (cf. 
n. 10 above). 

22. H . Barth, 1857-9, Eng. transi. 1965, Vol. 2, p. 584. It has already been pointed 
out above that Bir's principal wife — the mother of Ibrahim Nikale - was not a M a g o m i . 

23. T h e chroniclers say of the reign of D u n a m a Dibalami: 'in his time the sultan's 
sons split into different factions' (Dïwdn, para. 17). These conflicts between the sons of 
D u n a m a m a y have been the expression, at the dynastic level, of the opposition between 
the M a g o m i and other ethnic groups. It is thus possible that this opposition was at the 
root of the first collateral succession in the history of the second K a n e m dynasty. T h e 
first collateral succession may also be attributed to the weakening of the status of the principal 
wife, which m a y in turn have been a consequence of the slow 'de-Berberization' of the 
Sefuwa. 
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Mediterranean. T o the east, only the extremely difficult trail that traversed 
the Kufra oases could be considered a potential rival and, to the west, 
the trail that passed through Takedda (later Agades). 

Political structure 

T h e Dïwân provides virtually no information on the political organization 
of K a n e m . W e m a y assume, however, that during an initial period, up 
to the reign of D u n a m a Dibalami (1210-48), the members of the royal 
family occupied the premier position in the machinery of the state. 

That situation changed in the thirteenth century, according to the 
chroniclers, when the sultan came into conflict with his o w n sons, and 
later Ibrahim Nikale had his son executed.24 W e m a y infer from these 
indications that, from the thirteenth century onward, the Sefuwa excluded 
members of their family from key government posts, and depended rather 
upon officials w h o were unrelated, such as local chiefs. T h e kagiama 
(governor of the south) and the yerima (governor of the north) probably 
date from the period of Bornu. Both seem to have come from regions 
west of Lake Chad. Yeri was the name of a province north-west of 
K o m a d u g u Yobe, and Kaga is the name of the area around the present 
town of Maiduguri. 

In more recent times, the queen-mothers played a pre-eminent role in 
Bornu. It is not by chance that the Dïwân gives the ethnic origins of the 
queen-mothers of the first ten kings. It is worth noting that the support 
of the queen-mother's clan could be decisive at the time of a succession. 
Later, the ghumsa (the king's first wife) became the most important wife 
and the king designated his successor (the shiroma) from among her sons. 

N o precise information is available on the local administration, but w e 
know that at the end of the fifteenth century the Sefuwa ruled over twelve 
vassal kingdoms.25 Direct administration extended over a more limited 
area, and was probably exercised by slaves of the royal household. O n 
military matters, the written texts indicate that the king maintained a 
standing army. They distinguish between a djünüd, a soldier called up for 
a campaign and an 'asäkir, or professional soldier. 

Justice was dispensed by the king, as at the court of the mansa of Mali, 
despite the conversion of the rulers to Islam. Nevertheless, during certain 
reigns, attempts were made to base justice on the sharFa, as during the 
rule of Idrïs A l a w o m a . 2 6 Almost all the states in the area were influenced 
directly or indirectly by Kanem-Bornu , whose political organization was 
a model for the Hausa, the Kotoso and the Bagirmi. 

24. Dtwän, para. 17. 
25. See al-Makrïzï, loc. cit. 
26. See Ibn Furtüwa, Eng. transi. 1932. 
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Trade and commerce 

Situated to the north-east of Lake Chad, K a n e m inevitably sought to 
control the region to the west of Lake Chad , where Bornu was later to 
take shape, in order to secure a stranglehold on the trade routes from Kawar 
towards the south. However, Kawar was also accessible from Air (Takedda, 
subsequently Agades), and thus the control of this major staging post itself 
was bound to constitute a prime objective for the kings of K a n e m no less 
than for those of Bornu. T h e control of K a w a r assumed an even greater 
importance than its strategic location for trans-Saharan trade might suggest, 
for the extremely rich salt-mines at Bilma and Agram (Fachi) provided 
their owners with a large income from the massive export of salt to the 
countries of the Sahel. N o other salt-mines of the central Sahara had a 
comparable economic value. W e do not know, however, when these mines 
were first exploited. T h e authors of the Dtwân are perhaps referring to 
control of the salt-mines by K a n e m , when they note that Arku (1023-67) 
established slave colonies at Dirku and Siggedim, but this is by no means 
certain.27 

In the first half of the twelfth century, the inhabitants of Kawar enjoyed 
independence from their powerful neighbours to the north and south. 
Al-Idrïsï mentions the existence of several small towns inhabited by traders 
and salt-miners. T h e chiefs of these communities were Berbers (Tawärik 
or Tuareg), wearing the lithäm. According to al-Idrïsï, the inhabitants of 
Kawar were primarily occupied in the mining and marketing of alum (used 
for dyeing and tanning), which they transported as far as Egypt and west­
wards to Wargla.28 This picture is undoubtedly falsified by the perspective 
of an outside observer. If the salt trade with the countries of the Sahel 
region was then in existence, it was certainly far greater in volume than 
the export of alum to the cities of North Africa. Moreover, it should be 
noted that al-Idrïsï makes no mention of the extensive trans-Saharan trade, 
for which Kawar was the sole staging post between Fezzän and the Lake 
Chad region. His silence on this point is perhaps indicative of the relative 
importance of these two types of commercial activity: the flourishing 
regional trade was perhaps not greatly inferior - at least by volume, if 
not by value — to the large-scale international trade. 

T h e group of oases of the Fezzän were more important for long-distance 
trade than those of Kawar , being situated at the crossroads of two of the 
major trade routes of West Africa. Domination of the Fezzän m a d e it 
possible to control both the north-south trade (Ifrikiya/Tripoli-Kanem-
Bornu) and the east-west routes (Egypt-Ghana/Mali/Songhay). K a n e m had 
no alternative for its long-distance trade with the Mediterranean countries 

27. A recent study provides precise data concerning the enormous profits obtained by 
the Tuareg of Aïr, w h o today handle the transport of salt from Bilma and Fachi to the 
countries of the Sahel. P. Fuchs, 1974. 

28. Al-Idrïsï, loc. cit. 
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(except for the far Maghrib); most imports and exports had to pass that 
way. Only merchants w h o traded with the countries of the Maghrib could 
bypass the Fezzän, taking the extremely arduous route passing through 
Djado and Tassili. Security on the north-south caravan route and control 
of the staging posts therefore had to be among the primary objectives of 
the kings of Kanem-Bo rnu . 

W h a t were the goods that K a n e m traded with the north? O n this subject, 
the sources yield scant information, but w e m a y suppose that there was 
little change between the beginning of the Musl im period and the nine­
teenth century; slaves were probably always a major element. Our earliest 
information on this comes from al-Ya'kübi, w h o records that in the ninth 
century Berber traders from Kawar brought black slaves, probably from 
K a n e m , to Zawila, the capital of the Fezzän.29 At the start of the sixteenth 
century, Leo Africanus gives us more precise information concerning the 
North African traders w h o travelled personally to Bornu to procure slaves 
in exchange for horses; they were frequently obliged to wait a whole year 
before the king had rounded up a sufficient number of slaves.30 Apparently 
the king's slave raids against the pagan peoples south of Bornu did not 
suffice to meet the keen demand. W h e n the kingdom became weak, the 
inhabitants of Kanem-Bo rnu themselves were in danger of being sold into 
bondage by external enemies, despite the fact that most of them had been 
Muslims since the thirteenth century. At the end of the fourteenth century, 
in a letter to Caliph Baybars of Egypt, Bir b. Idrïs (c. 1389-1421) c o m ­
plained of the Arabs w h o were reducing his Muslim subjects to slavery.31 

W e know from D . Girard that in the seventeenth century certain inhabitants 
of Bornu suffered the same fate, as a result of Tuareg raids.32 

Along with the slaves, the caravans travelling to the Fezzän and the 
Mediterranean centres also transported certain exotic products, such as 
elephant tusks, ostrich feathers and even live animals.33 However, if the 
slave trade is to be assessed at its true value, it must be considered primarily 
in relation to productive activity as a whole. In this connection, there can 
be no doubt that Kanem-Bornu owed its prosperity more to its thriving 
agriculture, stock-raising and salt-mining than to the income derived from 
the slave trade. A n important role was also played by craftsmen, some 
of whose products were exported to neighbouring countries. In the four­
teenth century, Ibn Battüta recorded that, in addition to slaves, Bornu 

29. AI-Ya'kübí, loe. cit., p. 205. 
30. Leo Africanus, French transi. 1956, Vol 2, p. 480. 
31. Al-Kalkashandï, French transi, in Cuoq, 1975, p. 40. 
32. Cf. C . de la Roncière, 1919, pp. 78-88. With respect to slavery and the slave trade in 

central Sudan, see A . and H . Fisher, 1970. 
33. W e know that in 1268 'the sovereign of K a n e m and lord of Bornu had dispatched 

to the Hafsid, Sultan al-Mustansir, a giraffe that created a considerable stir in Tunis.' F r o m 
Ibn Khaldûn. French transi. 1852-6, Vol. 2, pp. 346-7. 
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exported embroidered garments.34 Moreover, it should be borne in mind 
that, according to al-Idrïsï in the twelfth century, the alum of Kawar was 
m u c h sought after in North Africa.35 

Imports consisted mainly of horses, which were greatly valued for their 
military uses. T h e chroniclers state that the cavalry of D u n a m a Dibalami 
(c. 1210-48) comprised 41 000 horses.36 Al-Makrïzï provides the interesting 
information that the horses of K a n e m were particularly small: it seems 
permissible to infer from this the indigenous practice of horse-breeding 
in earlier times.37 

Manufactured products such as garments and fabrics were also imported 
from the north, as well as iron weapons. Ibn Said notes in passing that 
in the age of D u n a m a Dibalami garments were imported into K a n e m from 
the Tunisian capital.38 Earlier, al-Muhallabï had mentioned that the king 
of the Zaghawa wore woollen and silk garments from Sousse. In the four­
teenth century, local weaving was sufficiently well developed for the in­
habitants of K a n e m to use strips of cotton as a measure of value in their 
commercial activities.39 

Furthermore, it m a y be supposed that copper was also one of the c o m ­
modities transported to the central Sudan. W e know that in the fourteenth 
century this metal was extracted - probably in small quantities - from 
mines situated close to Takedda.4 0 By this time, the tin deposits of the 
Nigerian plateau had probably already begun to be mined. Petis de la Croix 
informs us that, at the end of the seventeenth century, tin was one of 
the exports from Bornu to Tripoli.4 ' Copper and tin (as well as zinc) are 
of course essential for the manufacture of bronze; and it is known that 
in Benin and N u p e a remarkable art in bronze was flourishing well before 
the arrival of the Portuguese on the Atlantic seaboard. 

The volume of north-south trade depended heavily upon the security 
of the central caravan route across the Sahara. In the first half of the twelfth 
century, this security was guaranteed by three different powers: in the 
north by the kingdom of the Fezzän, dominated since the beginning of 
the tenth century by the Berber dynasty of the Banü Khattäb; in the centre 
by the Berber chiefs of Kawar ; and to the south by K a n e m . W h e n Sharif 
al-Din Karäküsh, the M a m l u k war leader, conquered the Fezzän in 1172-3, 
putting the country to fire and sword, the old equilibrium was gravely 
threatened.42 T h e political vacuum created by the disappearance of the 

34. Ibn Battûta, French transi. 1853-9, Vol. 4 , pp. 441-2. 
35. Al-Idrïsï, loe. cit., p. 39. 
36. Diwan, para. 17. 
37. Al-Makrïzï, in H . A . Hamaker, 1820, p. 206. 
38. Ibn Sa*ïd, loc. cit., p. 95. 
39. Al- 'Umarï, French transi. 1927, p. 45. 
40. Ibn Battûta, loc. cit., Vol. 4 , p . 441. 
41. Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris, nouvelles acquisitions, M S 7488 (hereafter referred 

to as B . N . Paris, n.acq.). 
42. Al-Tïdjânï, French transi. 1852, pp. 55-208, and 1853, pp. 101-68 and 354-424. 
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Banö Khattäb was sooner or later bound to lead the K a n e m kings to inter­
vene in the Fezzän. 

In the thirteenth century, Ibn Said - whose information about K a n e m 
refers to the reign of D u n a m a Dibalami (c. 1210-48) - recorded that the 
king of K a n e m was in control of Kawar and the Fezzän.43 T h e expansion 
of K a n e m towards the north is confirmed by a l - 'Uman, writing in the 
middle of the fourteenth century: 'The empire [of K a n e m ] commences 
on the Egyptian side at a town called Zella [north-east of the Fezzän] 
and ends on the other side at a town called Kaka; a three-month journey 
separates these two towns.'44 The might of K a n e m at that time is also 
attested by the traveller al-Tidjânï, w h o records that emissaries of the king 
of K a n e m succeeded in 1258-9 in killing one of the sons of Karäkush 
w h o had invaded the Waddan , a region north of the Fezzän.45 

However, for effective control of all trade between the central Sudan 
and North Africa, it was necessary to prevent the diversion of trade to 
secondary routes. In fact, Ibn Said states that the king of K a n e m held 
the western town of Takedda (Tadmekka in the text) and ruled over the 
Tadjuwa (Dadjo) and the Zaghawa in the east.46 T h e king of K a n e m also 
ruled over the kingdom of Djadja, situated to the north-west of Lake Chad, 
and over the Berbers of the south (Tuwarik).47 

It would be rash, however, to assert that in the thirteenth century K a n e m 
was a vast empire with a strong territorial organization. In particular, we 
have no information enabling us to establish the precise nature of the power 
that K a n e m wielded over the Fezzän. T h e may cAlï, whose tomb can still 
be seen today at Traghen, was in reality King Idrîs b. 'Alï (c. 1677-96), 
w h o died in the Fezzän during the pilgrimage, and not, as was formerly 
thought, a governor or viceroy representing the king of K a n e m . 4 8 M o r e ­
over, it is not certain whether K a n e m extended to the east as far as the 
outskirts of Darfür. Ibn Said himself says that the T u b u of Bahr al-Ghazal -
not far from Djimi - were an independent people.49 Apparently D u n a m a 
Dibalami had not succeeded in subjugating them, despite the long war, 
lasting 'seven years, seven months and seven days', of which Ibn Furtüwa 
speaks.50 

43. Ibn Said, 1970 edn, pp. 114-15 and 127. 
44. Al-'Umarî, loc. cit., p. 43. According to al-Kalkashandl, Kaka was the name of the 

capital of Bornu; al-Kalkashandï, French transi. 1913-19, p. 281. Kaka is probably the 
same as the 'Djadja' of Ibn Said (see p. 256, n. 69 below). 

45. Al-Tidjânï, 1958 edn, p. in . 
46. O n the problems of identification, cf. R . Bucaille, 1975, pp. 720-78. 
47. Ibn Said, 1970 edn, pp. 94-5. 
48. B . N . Paris, n.acq. 
49. Ibn Said specifies that the Tubu were a black, infidel people. According to in­

formation collected by Nachtigal, the Tubu groups of Bahr al-Ghazal were the first to 
adopt Islam (op. cit., Vol. 3, p. 213). Cf. p. 245 and nn. 14 and 15 above. 

50. Ibn Furtüwa, loc. cit., pp. 123-4. 
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T h e peoples living around Lake Chad and on the islands also continued 
to defend their independence successfully. Ibn Said asserts, from the 
information provided by Ibn Fätima, that 'Lake Kuri [Chad] is surrounded 
by unsubjugated infidels of the Sudan w h o eat h u m a n flesh'.51 H e places 
the Badi (Bedde ?) - w h o , according to al-Makrïzï, were organized in the 
form of a kingdom52 - to the north of Lake Chad; the Ankazar (synonymous 
with the Kotoko?), to the south; the Djabi to the north-west; and the Kûrï 
to the north-east, at the mouth of the Bahr al-Ghazal (today the latter 
are established on the islands). Moreover, there was on the shore of the 
lake a place called dar al-sinä'a (meaning 'the arsenal' or, by etymology, 
'manufacture'), concerning which Ibn Said records: 'It is from here that, 
on most occasions, the sultan sets sail with his fleet on campaigns to the 
infidel lands on the borders of the lake, in order to attack their vessels, 
killing and taking prisoners.'53 Al-Makrïzï, also basing himself on a 
thirteenth-century source, mentions the names of several pagan peoples 
living in the vicinity of K a n e m . A m o n g these, it is possible to identify 
the Bedde (?), the Afnu (a Kanuri name for the Hausa) and the Kotoko 
(written 'Kan.ku ' in the text).54 T h e same author records that about 1252-3 
the king of K a n e m came from Djimi to raid the Kalkin, a subgroup of 
the M a b n a (the M a b b a of the Wadday?), doubtless also for the purpose 
of taking prisoners.55 

It seems permissible to infer from all this that the expansion of K a n e m 
was limited to the northern region. In the south, relations with the non-
Muslim peoples apparently had not changed. This need cause no surprise, 
since the prosperity of the kingdom - or at least the king's prosperity -
depended directly upon the income derived from trans-Saharan trade rather 
than any increase in agricultural or pastoral production. Moreover, slaves 
constituted the main 'merchandise' exchanged for imports from the north, 
and they were obtained by organizing raids against the non-Muslim peoples 
of the south. It was therefore not in the interests of the kings of K a n e m 
to facilitate the expansion of Islam beyond certain limits. 

Even in K a n e m , Islam did not take deep root before the thirteenth 
century. Al-Makrïzï, writing in the fifteenth century, considered D u n a m a 
Dibalami to have been the first Muslim king of K a n e m , but he is certainly 
mistaken.. T h e Diwan contains information showing that all the Sefuwa 
were Muslims. If the chroniclers are to be believed, the second king of 
the Sefuwa, D u n a m a b. H u m m a y (c. 1086-1140), even made the pilgrimage 
twice and died during a third. H u m m a y himself, the founder of the Sefuwa 

51. Ibn Said, 1970 edn, p. 94. 
52. Al-Makrïzï, loc. cit., pp. 187-209. 
53. Ibn Said, loc. cit., pp. 94-5. 
54. T h e fortifications of the Kotoko towns are thought to date from the thirteenth 

century; at that time the towns would have been walled, to enable the inhabitants to resist 
raids from K a n e m . 

55. Al-Makrïzï, loc. cit., pp. 187-209. 
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dynasty, is reported to have died in Egypt. If this is true, it would suggest 
that he too had undertaken the pilgrimage.56 It is also worth noting that, 
starting from the reign of Bir b. D u n a m a (c. 1140-66), the principal wives 
of various kings were Muslims, judging by their names - or the names 
of their fathers - as indicated in the Diwan. However, it was probably 
not until the reign of D u n a m a Dibalami (c. 1210-48) that Islam, in its 
orthodox form, made any deep imprint on the people at large. 

It m a y be inferred from the internal and external sources that D u n a m a 
Dibalami was a great Musl im reformer. T h e authors of the Diwan pass 
over in silence the pilgrimages of two fourteenth-century kings and, with 
Ibn Furtüwa, accuse D u n a m a Dibalami of having destroyed a sacred object 
called mune. This was probably the focal element of a royal cult handed 
d o w n from pre-Islamic times. Ibn Furtüwa - although himself an i m a m , 
writing in the sixteenth century - sees this 'sacrilegious act' as the cause 
of several disturbances, in particular, the lengthy war against the T u b u . 5 7 

Moreover, D u n a m a Dibalami was probably also the founder of a madrasa 
in Cairo intended for the subjects of K a n e m . 5 8 Ibn Said records that 
he was 'renowned for the holy war and for his praiseworthy actions', and 
states that his entourage was composed of Musl im jurists. H e forced certain 
peoples of the central Sudan, notably Berbers, to accept Islam.s9 It is 
thus quite clear that, in the first half of the thirteenth century, the dis­
semination of Islam went hand in hand with territorial expansion. 

D u n a m a Dibalami died around 1248 and was buried at Z a m t a m , a town 
north-west of Lake Chad. There is no source comparable with Ibn Said's 
Kitàb al djughráfiyya to tell us of the extension of K a n e m and the growth 
of Islam in the subsequent period. T h e Diwan records the visit to K a n e m 
of two 'Fellata' (Fulani) shaykhs from Mali during the reign of Bir b. 
D u n a m a (c. 1277-96), but does not even mention the pilgrimages of Ibrahim 
b. Bir (c. 1296-1315) or Idrls b. Ibrahim (c. 1342-66).60 Writing in the 
middle of the fourteenth century, al-'Umarï too gives little precise infor­
mation. According to him, K a n e m was an extremely weak empire whose 
resources were minimal and whose troops were very few. O n the other 
hand, the religious zeal of the inhabitants of K a n e m must have been remark­
able, for he asserts: 'Justice reigns in their country; they follow the rite 
of I m a m Malik. They banish from their dress all that is superfluous, and 
have an ardent faith.'61 

If al-'Umarï is to be credited, K a n e m still dominated the Fezzân at 

56. Dtrvän, paras. 12-13. 
57. Ibn Furtüwa, loe. cit., pp. 123-7. 
58. Al-'Umarï, loe. cit., p. 46. T h e madrasa was founded in the decade following A H 

620 (1242-52 of the Christian era). 
59. Ibn Said, 1970 edn, pp. 95-6. 
60. In his letter to the caliph of Egypt, Bir b. Idrïs refers to them by the title of 

hadjdj. See al-Kalkashandí, loe. cit., Vol. 8, p. 117. 
61. Al-'Umarï, loe. cit., p. 43. 
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that time. Takedda, on the other hand, undoubtedly possessed an indepen­
dent sultan.62 It was doubtless as a result of the dynastic troubles that 
broke out in the second half of the fourteenth century that K a n e m was 
forced to relinquish its exclusive control over the central Saharan caravan 
route. W h e n , at the end of the fourteenth century, the Búlala succeeded 
in conquering K a n e m and breaking its trading monopoly with North Africa, 
the Sefuwa entered the darkest period of their history. 

From Kanem to Bornu 

By the twelfth century at the latest, the different peoples of K a n e m began 
to migrate westwards, settling in Bornu, west of Lake Chad. The Tomaghra, 
the Tura, the K a y (Koyam) and the Ngalma Dukko must have been among 
the earliest immigrants to Bornu. T h e oldest M a g o m i groups must also 
have originated in K a n e m , while the groups formed after the end of the 
fourteenth century existed only in Bornu. In the second half of the sixteenth 
century, following the victorious expeditions of Idrïs Alawoma, a large 
number of T u b u and Arabs left K a n e m in their turn for the more fertile 
and better protected lands west of Lake Chad. This migratory movement, 
which in the case of the semi-nomadic tribes was probably accompanied 
by political expansion, came to an end only at the beginning of the colonial 
era.63 

West of Lake Chad, the groups that had come from K a n e m encountered 
various sedentary peoples speaking Chad languages. W e may follow Kanuri 
traditions in applying to them the collective name of Sao or Saw. Neither 
Ibn Said nor al-Makrïzï mentions any people of that name. However, the 
chroniclers record that in the middle of the fourteenth century four Sefuwa 
kings fell in battle against the Sao, two of them in Ghaliwa.64 This town 
m a y tentatively be identified with the modern Ngala - south of Lake Chad 
- which is today inhabited by the Kotoko. According to oral traditions 
recorded in the nineteenth century, their early predecessors were the Sao.65 

As far as written sources are concerned, the Sao reappear in the first 
half of the sixteenth century in the writings of Leo Africanus, w h o places 
them west of Lake Chad and south of Bornu.6 6 Haifa century later, Ibn 
Furtüwa applies the name Sao to two ethnic groups: the Ghafata, living 
along the K o m a d u g u Yoo, and the Tatala, w h o were settled on the western 
shore of Lake Chad. IdrTs A lawoma (1564-96) launched a series of 

62. Ibn Battüta, loe. cit., Vol. 4, pp. 441-2. 
63. Nachtigal, op. cit., Vol. 2, pp. 415-47, provides much information concerning the 

settlement of Bornu. 
64. Diwan, paras. 22-5 and 66. The last chroniclers write the name of the town as Ghala. 
65. Nachtigal recorded the existence at Ngala of a large mausoleum containing the tombs 

of 45 Kotoko kings. H e took this to be the number of kings who had reigned at Ngala 
since the Kotoko replaced the Sao. Nachtigal, op. cit., Vol. 2, pp. 426-7. 

66. Leo Africanus, loc. cit., Vol. 1, pp. 5 and 53; Vol. 2, p. 480. 
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murderous attacks against these two peoples and forced the survivors to 
abandon their ancestral homes. 6 7 S o m e took refuge on the islands of Lake 
Chad. In 1582, the Italian geographer G . L . Anania applied to Lake Chad 
the name 'Sauo'.68 Today, the name Sao (So or Saw) designates, in the 
culture of the Kanuri, the peoples w h o preceded them - whether in K a n e m , 
Bornu or Kawar - concerning w h o m there is no longer any certain 
knowledge. 

It is difficult to determine the nature of the relations that existed between 
K a n e m and Bornu before the end of the fourteenth century. O n e thing 
is certain: between the beginning of the thirteenth century and the end 
of the fourteenth, Bornu gained in relative importance. Ibn Said mentions 
a kingdom west of Lake Chad; although he gives only the name of its 
capital, Djadja, the geographical situation suggests that it was Bornu.6 9 

H e notes: 'The town of Djadja is the residence [kursi] of a separate kingdom, 
possessing towns and lands. At present, it belongs to the sultan of 
K a n e m . ' 7 0 

There is therefore a strong possibility that before the thirteenth century 
Bornu was an independent kingdom. Al-Makrîzï, w h o knew a text by Ibn 
Sa'id that has since disappeared, uses the same ambiguous term kursi, but 
applies it to both K a n e m and Bornu. According to him, Ibrahim b. Bir 
(f. 1296-1315) held the thrones (kursi) of K a n e m and of Bornu.7 1 Ibn 
Khaldûn. writing of the year 1268, mentions 'the sovereign of K a n e m and 
lord of Bornu'.72 Ibn BattOta, w h o visited Takedda - to the south of Aïr -
in 1353, knew of a Sefuwa king of Bornu, but the distance he gives to 
its capital brings us to the east of Lake Chad, to K a n e m . 7 3 These different 
statements can be reconciled, if it is accepted that K a n e m and Bornu were 
initially two separate kingdoms, but from the thirteenth century on were 
brought under the rule of a single dynasty, that of the Sefuwa. 

However, writing in the middle of the fourteenth century, al-'Umarï 
asserts that the M a m l u k sultans of Egypt exchanged letters with both the 
king of K a n e m and the king of Bornu.74 F r o m this it m a y reasonably 
be inferred that Bornu had preserved a measure of autonomy, despite the 
suzerainty of the kings of K a n e m , and that the old dynasty probably con­
tinued to play an important, role there. W h e n the power of the Sefuwa 
declined, the authority of the local kings was strengthened; but when the 

67. Ibn Furtüwa, Eng. transi. 1926, pp. 63-9. 
68. D . Lange and S. Berthoud, 1972, pp. 350-1. 
69. Djadja was probably the town called Kaka by al-'Umarï; loe. cit., p. 43. 
70. Ibn Said, 1970 edn, p. 94. O n the subject of Kawar, Ibn Said expresses himself 

in almost identical terms, but in this case the existence of earlier chieftaincies is con­
firmed by al-Idrîsï, loe. cit., p. 114. 

71. Al-Makrïzï, 1820 edn, p. 207. 
72. Kitäb al-Ibäry translation 2, pp. 346-7; Ibn Khaldûn. 1925, 1956, pp. 346-7. 
73. Ibn BattGta, loe. cit., Vol. 4, pp. 441-2. 
74. Al-'Umarï, 1894 edn, pp. 27 ff. 
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Sefuwa were strong the latter had less room for manoeuvre. Nevertheless, 
the ethnic substratum must have been the same, otherwise h o w could Ibn 
Battüta have used the name Bornu to designate the Sefuwa empire? 

This situation must have changed towards the end of the fourteenth 
century, when the attacks launched by the Búlala forced the Sefuwa to 
abandon K a n e m and settle finally in Bornu (see Fig. 10.4). T h e Búlala 
were a pastoral people w h o were probably already settled in the region 
of Lake Fitri, where they live today, before their incursions into K a n e m . 7 s 

There they ruled over the Kuka , a people speaking a language allied to 
Sara. W a s their drive towards K a n e m perhaps connected with the westward 
migration of certain Arab tribes that followed the dislocation of the 
Christian kingdom of Nubia at the beginning of the fourteenth century? 
At the end of the sixteenth century, Arabs were to be found among the 
allies of the Búlala, according to Ibn FurtGwa. At the end of the fourteenth 
century, one of the Sefuwa kings had fallen in battle against the Arabs. 

It appears that the immediate reason for the intervention of the Búlala 
in K a n e m was the weakening of the Sefuwa kingdom by the dynastic 
conflict between D ä w ü d b. Ibrahim Nikale (c. 1366-76) and the sons of 
his brother and predecessor, Idrïs. D ä w ü d himself was killed by the Búlala 
king, 'Abd al-Djalïl. His three successors were all killed fighting against 
the Búlala. T h e fourth, ' U m a r b. Idrïs (c. 1382-7), finally had to leave 
Djimi and seems to have abandoned K a n e m entirely.76 According to a 
letter written by his brother, Bir b. Idrïs, he was killed by Djudhäm 
(Djuhayna?) Arabs.77 T w o further Sefuwa kings were to die fighting the 
Búlala before the threat of these redoubtable foes of the Sefuwa empire 
was finally averted during the long reign of Bir b. Idrïs (c. 1389-1421). 

These events did not pass unnoticed in the other Muslim countries. 
Al-Makrïzï summarized them in the following terms: 

About the year 700 [= + 1300], their king was al-Hadjdj Ibrâhïm, a 
descendant of Sayf b. D h ï Yazan. H e held the thrones of K a n e m 
and Bornu. After him, his son, al-Hadjd| Idrïs, reigned, then his 
brother, D â w û d b. Ibrâhïm, then ' U m a r , son of his brother, al-Hadjdj 
Idrïs; lastly, his brother, 'U thmän b. Idrïs, w h o reigned shortly before 
the year 800 [= + 1397-8]. But the people of K a n e m revolted against 
them [i.e. the kings] and renounced the faith. Bornu remained in 

75. Ibn Furtüwa, loe. cit., pp. 4-5. According to Barth, the Búlala were descended from 
a certain Djil Shikomeni, said to be a son of D u n a m a Dibalami: R . Barth, 1857-9, Eng. 
trans. 1965, Vol. 2, pp. 545 and 586; it is more likely, however, that there were no kinship 
ties between the Búlala and the Sefuwa; Nachtigal, loc. cit., Vol. 3, pp. 38-9. 

76. Diwan, paras. 27-31. 
77. The name of Djudhäm had fallen into disuse in the fourteenth century (Encyclo­

pédie de PIslam, ist edn, Vol. 1, pp. 1090-1). The Djuhayna, by contrast, played a major 
role in the dismantling of the Christian kingdom of Nubia. They subsequently moved 
towards the south and west. H . A . MacMichael, 1922, pp. 187 ff. 
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their empire. Its inhabitants are Muslims and wage holy war against 
the people of K a n e m . They have twelve kingdoms.78 

Al-Makrïzrs statement might lead us to suppose that the Búlala were 
pagans, but neither the Diwan nor Ibn Furtüwa corroborates this. M o r e 
credible is the information relating to the new Sefuwa empire, with Bornu 
as its centre; many local chiefs appear to have sworn allegiance to it. Kaka 
became the new capital.79 Seemingly, Bir ( 'Uthmân) b. Idrïs was sufficiently 
strong to carry the war into enemy country. 

Turning to the Búlala, w e know that they founded a powerful kingdom 
in K a n e m and that, as Ibn Furtüwa tells us, T u b u and Arab tribes were 
their allies. Leo Africanus knew their kingdom by the name of 'Gaoga', 
doubtless derived from K u k a . 8 0 According to his report, K a n e m was more 
extensive and powerful than Bornu; its king enjoyed excellent relations 
with the caliph of Egypt.81 This description cannot refer to the beginning 
of the sixteenth century - when Leo Africanus claims to have visited the 
kingdoms of the Sahel82 - but might correspond to the situation prevailing 
at the end of the fifteenth century, as described to him by traders from 
North Africa. It is known that the Bornu forces recaptured Djimi around 
the beginning of the reign of Idrïs Katakarmabi (c 1497-1519), 122 years 
after having been expelled from it.83 T h e Búlala were not, however, 
decisively defeated until Idrïs A lawoma achieved this in the second half 
of the sixteenth century. 

Dynastic and political crises 

Most of the information contained in the Diwan concerns dynastic history, 
which is therefore the best-known aspect of the history of Kanem-Bo rnu . 
(See Fig. 10.6.) As a rule, the Diwan provides only information relating 
to the succession (successive paragraphs are devoted to successive reigns); 
but this is enough to enable us to determine the lines of descent linking 

78. Translated from al-Makrïzï, in B . N . Paris, ». acq., M S 3744. Previous translations 
of this passage were made on the basis of a defective text (Hamaker, 1820, p. 207). Note 
that in the Dtwän (para. 34) 'U thmân b. Idris is called Bir b. Idrïs. 

79. Al-Kalkashandï, loe. cit., Vol. 5, p. 281. Kaka is also mentioned by al-'Umarï and 
may be identical to the Djadja referred to by Ibn Said and to the Kagha mentioned 
in the Dîwân (para. 31). See p. 252, nn. 43 and 49 above. 

80. This is an ethnic group and not the city of Gao or Gao-Gao, often spelt K a w k a w . 
81. Leo Africanus, loc. cit., Vol. 1, p. 10; Vol. 2, pp. 479-83. 
82. T h e numerous errors contained in his 'description' of the kingdoms of central Sudan 

rule out any possibility of Leo Africanus having himself visited this region. H e calls the 
king of Bornu 'Habraam' (Ibrâhïm) and mentions two kings of the 'Gaoga', Mose (Müsä) 
and Homara ('Umar). The only sovereign by the name of Ibrâhïm to have reigned in 
Bornu during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries was Ibrâhïm b. 'U thmân (c. 1431-9). 
Neither name - Müsä or ' U m a r - is confirmed for any Búlala kings of this period. 

83. Ibn Furtüwa, Eng. transi. 1932, fol. 5. 
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the different kings (their genealogy) and the evolution of the rules of 
succession. It was on the basis of such rules - or rather, of the precedents 
- that a successor to a deceased king was chosen. Although the balance 
of power between the different dynastic groups was also taken into account, 
it was conformity with existing rules that conferred legitimacy upon a 
successor. These unwritten rules proved more durable than our modern 
constitutions. They varied only over long periods and as a result of major 
changes. T h e dynastic groups were formed with reference to these rules, 
and were unable to manipulate them as they pleased. A reconstruction of 
the rules of succession, and of their variations, will facilitate an understand­
ing not only of dynastic history - in the narrow sense of the term - but also 
of certain aspects of the historical process. 

According to the Dtwän, the first six Sefuwa kings succeeded one another 
in direct line, from father to son. T h e chroniclers indicate a similar method 
of succession in the case of the D u g u w a kings, but the duration of successive 
reigns shows that the kings could not have belonged to different genera­
tions. This patrilineal succession is therefore thought to have originated 
among the chiefs of Kawar , the probable ancestors of H u m m a y , w h o 
founded the new Sefuwa dynasty. 

It was in the generation of D u n a m a Dibalami's sons that w e find the 
first case of collateral succession (one brother succeeding another); however, 
it should be noted that Kaday b. D u n a m a (c. 1248-77) and Bir b. D u n a m a 
(c. 1277-96) were born of different mothers. Kaday's mother was probably 
a M a g o m i , whereas Bir's mother m a y have been descended from one of 
the ancient tribes of K a n e m . This interpretation should be seen in the 
light of an important observation of the chroniclers regarding the reign 
of D u n a m a Dibalami: 'In his time, the sultan's sons split into different 
factions; formerly, there had been no factions.'84 It is perhaps permissible 
to infer that the rivalry between the Kaday line and the Bir line reflects 
dynastic conflicts that were already breaking out in the first half of the 
thirteenth century. Probably, as we have seen, the growing antagonism 
between the royal line of the M a g o m i and the sedentary tribes of K a n e m 
was at the root of these conflicts. 

It should also be borne in mind that the first collateral succession in 
the history of the Sefuwa occurred, according to the chroniclers, after the 
first violent death of a K a n e m king in K a n e m (Dunama b. H u m m a y was 
killed during the pilgrimage). Kaday in fact died fighting against the 
landakama dunama — doubtless one of the kingdom's great vassals. His 
brother Bir, on the other hand, died a natural death in Djimi. Ibrahim 
Nikale (c. 1296-1315) succeeded his father, following the patrilineal pattern, 
but was himself defeated by another great vassal, the yerima M u h a m m a d 
b. GhadI, and power passed into the hands of his cousin, ' A b d Allah b. 
Kaday (c. 1315-35). T h e n the former principle of succession was re-

84. Dlwän, para. 17. 
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established when, on 'Abd Ajjäh b. Kaday's natural death in Djimi, he 
was succeeded by his son, Salmama (c. 1335-9). F rom this it m a y be 
inferred that, during the second half of the thirteenth century and the 
beginning of the fourteenth, patrilineal succession was still the dominant 
pattern - one, moreover, that could be broken only by resorting to violence. 

Increasingly, from that time, collateral succession prevailed. Four sons 
of 'Abd Allah wielded power in turn, but they were all killed in battles 
against the Sao after very short reigns. Seemingly incapable of defeating 
the Sao, the descendants of Kaday b. D u n a m a relinquished power to a 
grandson of Bir, Idrls b. Ibrahim Nikale (c. 1342-66). This king m a y well 
have been more conciliatory towards the indigenous people of Bornu, as 
he himself was a descendant of the line of Bir b. D u n a m a , which enjoyed 
close relations with the n o n - M a g o m i people of K a n e m . In any case, he 
appears to have succeeded in establishing a modus vivendi with the Sao 
tribes and in bringing order to Bornu. 

O n the death of Idrîs, the problem of succession became more acute 
than ever: w h o was to succeed him, a son or a brother? A brother, D ä w ü d , 
born of a different mother, was in fact chosen, in preference to sons;85 

but the latter were not reconciled and during the reign of D ä w ü d 'war 
broke out between the son [or sons] of the sultan and the sultan himself'.86 

It m a y be supposed that it was this war of succession and the consequent 
weakening of the Sefuwa that provoked the intervention of the Búlala: 
between 1376 and 1389, seven successive kings fell fighting the invaders.87 

It also resulted in the polarization of two lines of descent, the Dawudids 
and the Idrisids, who , in their frequently violent struggles for power, 
dangerously weakened the kingdom of the Sefuwa. It was another century 
before the problem of the succession was finally solved, by the total elimina­
tion of one of the two lines. 

T h e immediate consequence of the external invasion was to trigger a 
defensive reflex: 'U thmän (c. 1376-9) succeeded his father D ä w ü d without 
difficulty, and Dawudids and Idrisids subsequently reigned turn and turn 
about until the end of the fighting in K a n e m . During this period, collateral 
succession tended increasingly to become the rule: 'U thmân b. Idrïs suc­
ceeded ' U t h m ä n b. D ä w ü d , and ' U m a r b. Idrïs succeeded A b u Bakr b. 
D ä w ü d . Clearly, the principle of legitimate succession was subordinated 
to the political imperatives of the momen t . 

In these circumstances, not surprisingly, it even became possible for 

85. In contrast to the sons of D u n a m a Dibalami, the sons of Ibrahim Nikale do not 
appear to have represented two different groups; according to the Diwan, the mothers 
of Idrïs and D ä w ü d were in fact sisters. They were very probably Magomi . 

86. Diwan, para. 17. It might have been supposed that the sons in question were the 
sons of D ä w ü d ; in that case, however, the chroniclers would probably have written: 'war 
broke out between the sultan and his son(s)', as they did concerning the reign of D u n a m a 
Dibalami. 

87. ibid., paras 27-33. 
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a non-Sefuwa to accede to the throne. A 'king' (malik, not sultan), Said 
(c. 1387-8) in fact succeeded ' U m a r , w h o had been forced by the Búlala 
to abandon K a n e m . Said was therefore the first king to reign over Bornu 
alone. H e was probably chosen because he represented the interests of 
the inhabitants of that part of the ancient kingdom better. It is indeed 
tempting to see in him a representative of the ancient Bornu dynasty. 
Both he and his successor, Kaday Afnu b. Idrîs (c. 1388-9), were also 
killed fighting the Búlala, before Bir ('Uthmän) b. Idrïs finally succeeded 
in repelling the invaders. 

It might have been supposed that this victory would give the Idrisids 
sufficient trump cards to enable them to exclude the descendants of D ä w ü d 
once and for all from power. By that time, the Dawudids had already 
been ousted from the succession three times, and the long reign of Bir 
('Uthmän) b. Idrïs (c. 1389-1421) rendered their return to power still more 
doubtful. Nevertheless, 'U thmän Kalnama b. D ä w ü d (c. 1421-2) was able 
to succeed Bir ('Uthmän); but this was because the real holders of power 
at that time were clearly no longer the Sefuwa, but some of the kingdom's 
top-ranking officials. 

T h e Dtwän informs us that Bir ('Uthmän) had himself already had to 
fight the kayghamma (chief of the army), M u h a m m a d Dalatu. 'U thmän 
Kalnama, his successor, was removed from power after only nine months 
by the kayghamma, Nikale b. Ibrahim and by the yerima (northern 
governor), Kaday Ka'aku. Power then passed into the hands of two of 
' U m a r b. Idrïs's sons, D u n a m a (c. 1422-4) and 'Abd Allah (c. 1424-31), 
before returning to two Dawudids, Ibrahim b. 'U thmän (c. 1431-9) and 
Kaday b. 'Uthmän (c. 1439-40). This oscillation of power between the two 
lines was undoubtedly due to the manipulation of the succession by the 
officers of the kingdom and, in particular, by the kayghamma. T h e chron­
iclers leave us in no doubt regarding the great power wielded by the 
kayghamma in that era. 'Abd Allah b. ' U m a r was dethroned by the 
kayghamma, 'Abd AJläh Daghalma, w h o set up in his place the Dawudid 
IbrähTm b. 'Uthmän; but after the death of the latter, the kayghamma 
reinstated 'Abd Allah b. ' U m a r . For at least twenty years, the real masters 
of Bornu were thus the military chiefs and not the princes of royal blood. 

It is perhaps no accident that the growing influence of the officers, 
and in particular of the kayghamma, began to make itself felt precisely 
during the reign of Bir ('Uthmän), at a time when the external threat 
represented by the Búlala had been averted. Once hostilities had ended, 
it was tempting for the chief architects of the consolidated kingdom to 
turn to account their influence with the reigning dynasty. They were too 
weak - and probably too disunited — to attempt to substitute their own 
rule for that of the Sefuwa.88 However, by exploiting the existing cleavages 

88. T h e names of the different kayghamma do not permit the inference that their office 
was at that time hereditary. However, Abdullahi Smith has put forward the hypothesis that 
the kayghamma were the chiefs of Kagha (in the southern part of Bornu) and that they 
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between the dynastic groups for their own purposes, they helped to revive 
the dynastic crisis, which might have been successfully settled after the 
long reign of Bir ('Uthmän). 

For the next twenty years direct confrontation continued between 
Dawudids and Idrisids. D u n a m a b. Bir (c. 1440-4) attacked Kaday b. 
'U thmän and reconquered the kingdom for the descendants of Idrïs. T w o 
brothers - M u h a m m a d b. Mátala and ' A m r b. 'A'isha bint ' U t h m ä n 8 9 

- succeeded him, but their two reigns combined lasted for less than two 
years before the Dawudids returned to power. It is not known in what 
circumstances M u h a m m a d b. Kaday (c. 1445-9) succeeded ' A m r , but it 
is probable that he imposed himself by force. H e was also succeeded by 
his two brothers, GhadjT b. Imäta (c. 1449-54) a n ¿ 'U thmän b. Kaday 
(c. 1454-9). T h e latter was defeated by 'All Ghadjideni, with w h o m the 
Dawudids as a political power ceased to exist. The great dynastic conflict 
that had rent the country for almost a century thus ended with the complete 
victory of the Idrisids. 

However, 'AIT Ghadjideni. the son of D u n a m a b. Bir, was not necessarily 
assured of the succession. Apparently, two older members of his line had 
stronger claims. 'Ali Ghadjideni did not in fact accede to the throne until 
after ' U m a r b. 'Abd Aljäh (c. 1459-60) and M u h a m m a d b. M u h a m m a d 
(c. 1460-5). It must be supposed that during the long-drawn-out struggle 
between Dawudids and Idrisids the two dynastic groups became strongly 
structured and that collateral succession, by seniority, down to the last 
surviving member of each generation, had become so binding a rule that 
even the conqueror of the Dawudids could not be exempted from it. 

Very little reliable information has reached us concerning the reign of 
'All Ghadjideni (c. 1465-97). All that is known with certainty is that he 
built the city of Gazargamo (situated between Kano and Lake Chad), which 
was to remain the capital of the Sefuwa for over three centuries. Never­
theless, the importance of his reign m a y be measured by the fact that 
it saw a transformation of the rules of succession in favour of his direct 
descendants, his son Idrïs Katakarmabe (c. 1497-1515) and his grandson 
M u h a m m a d b. Idrïs (c. 1515-38). After the long period of troubles, the 
return to patrilineal succession must have seemed to the inhabitants of 
Bornu like a return to the golden age. 

resented the encroachment of the Sefuwa on their o w n territory. H . F . C . (Abdullahi) 
Smith, 1971, p. 180. Since there is no evidence of the military function of the kayghamma 
until the second half of the sixteenth century (Ibn Furtüwa), this hypothesis remains 
perfectly plausible. 

89. If the chroniclers do not indicate the agnatic line of descent, this is doubtless because 
it was presumed to be known. It cannot be inferred from this that M u h a m m a d and ' A m r 
were usurpers. 
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M . A D A M U * 

T h e area traditionally inhabited by the Hausa is contained within a region 
extending from the Air mountains in the north to the northern edge of 
the Jos plateau in the south and from the border of the ancient Bornu 
kingdom in the east to the Niger valley in the west. In this area, from 
very early on, Hausa was the only known indigenous language. As if to 
emphasize the importance ofthat language, the territory had no particular 
n a m e and was simply called kasar hausa - the country of the Hausa language. 
However, through migrations and assimilation, the area in which Hausa 
was used as the main vehicle of communication expanded towards the 
south and west, and, in the north, a number of non-Hausa peoples, 
especially the Tuareg, the Zabarma/Djerma and the Fulbe/Fulani 
entered the territory and settled there. 

Hausa is n o w the dominant language of the savannah belt of the central 
Sudan. It is spoken by diverse groups w h o have intermingled over the 
course of history, so that they eventually took on a single, unique cultural 
identity and gave rise to a brilliant civilization. Indeed w e m a y agree with 
G u y Nicolas that 'the Hausa, w h o speak the same language, follow the 
same customs and obey the same political institutions, comprise one of 
the most important ethnic groups of Africa. M a n y were the neighbouring 
peoples w h o , drawn by their culture, abandoned their o w n language and 
customs to become part of them.'1 But where did they come from? W h a t 
was their origin? These are the questions which will be discussed in the 
first part of this chapter, before w e examine the establishment and evolution 
of the Hausa states up to the sixteenth century. Subsequent sections will 
attempt, in particular, to highlight the political and administrative organiza­
tion of the Hausa states, as well as their social and economic structure. 
T h e nature and quality of the relations which existed both between the 
individual component states and with neighbouring states, especially 
Songhay and Bornu, will also be examined in the course of the chapter. 

* T h e Bureau decided to revise this chapter using a contribution from A . Salifou. T h e 
chapter was finalized by a subcommittee composed of Professors J. Dévisse, I. Hrbek 
and Y . Talib, appointed by the International Scientific Committee. 

i. Translated from G . Nicolas, 1969, p. 202. 
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Hausa origins 
Several theories, often mutually contradictory, have been put forward 
about the origins of the Hausa people. These may be summarized as follows. 

T h e first theory, based on an erroneous interpretation of the Bayajida 
(or Daura) legend, claims that the ancestors of the Hausa people were 
originally Arabs from Baghdad in Iraq.2 Recently Salifou has given us 
another version of the legend, and Hallam has interpreted it as being an 
account of the emergence of new dynasties in Hausaland at the beginning 
of the present millennium.3 According to Abdullahi Smith, 'if the Bayajida 
legend means anything, it is rather the Bornu influence on the political 
institutions of the Hausa which is perhaps to a certain extent proved by 
the Kanuri words in the Hausa vocabulary'.4 Historians no longer subscribe 
to this theory of Arabic origin. 

T h e second theory maintains that the Hausa people originally resided 
in the southern Sahara before it became a desert and that later they moved 
southwards.5 After entering present-day northern Nigeria, either they 
pushed back the autochthonous people to the Bauchi plateau, or they found 
the territory so sparsely populated that there was room for all to live there 
without displacing the original inhabitants. This explains why there are 
now numerous small ethnic groups on the plateau, whose languages belong 
to language family groups quite different from Hausa. T h e theory of the 
Saharan origin of the Hausa is plausible but not conclusive, since it is 
not based on any factual data and therefore remains only a hypothesis. 

T h e third theory is diametrically opposed to this view, and states that 
the ancestors of the Hausa were the hunting, fishing and farming inhabitants 
on the western shore of the great Lake Chad. 6 W h e n the lake began to 
shrink eastwards to its present location, these people chose to remain where 
they were as sedentary cultivators. According to the theory put forward 
recently by Sutton, the territory which constituted the Daura, Kano , Rano 
and Garun Gobas kingdoms was the place where 'Hausa-ness' first 
developed, from which it later spread westwards and northwards to include 
the Katsina, Zazzau, Gobir, Zamfara and Kebbi areas. Sutton summarizes 
his theory as follows: 'Put simply, the history of Hausaland in the present 
millennium has been a westward push from the Hadejia-Daura-Kano 
region to that of Sokoto and beyond.'7 H e thus rejects completely the 

2. H . R . Palmer, 1928, Vol. 3, pp. 133 ff. 
3. A . Salifou, 1971, pp. 321-45; W . K . R . Hallam, 1966. 
4. H . F . C . (Abdullahi) Smith, 1970a; on the influence of Kanuri on the Hausa 

language, see J. H . Greenberg, i960. 
5. Smith, op. cit. 
6. The present-day Lake Chad is a relic of an old inland sea which occupied an area 

of 400 000 k m 2 in prehistoric times. The lake reached its maximum height about the year 
10 000 B P (i\-8ooo), a level which lasted until about 4000 B P (f.-2ooo). Cf. Vol. I, 
Chap. 16. 

7. J. E . G . Sutton, 1979, pp. 184-5. 
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northern (Saharan) origin of the Hausa people advocated by Smith. H o w ­
ever, Sutton's theory has not yet been conclusively proved. 

A fourth theory on the origin of the Hausa people was recently pro­
posed by A d a m u . 8 T h e main argument in favour of this theory is that, 
although no section of the Hausa people has ever had a tradition of migra­
tion from any place outside Hausaland, locally recorded traditions speak 
of the ancestors of the Hausa as 'coming out of holes in the ground'. This 
type of tradition, which is also encountered in m a n y other parts of Africa, 
is interpreted as meaning that the ancestors of the people were auto­
chthonous to the area. So it appears that the origin of the Hausa people 
must be located precisely in the territory n o w known as Hausaland. T h e 
Hausa ethnic group benefited greatly, of course, from the large-scale immi ­
gration of people from the north and east; at a later date, various Wangarawa 
(Dioula) and Fulani peoples also came from the west to settle in Hausaland. 
There is nothing to disprove this theory, which indicates that both the 
Hausa language and the Hausa ethnic group first developed in Hausa 
territory, although the process of ethnogenesis is n o w obscure, owing to 
the distance in time.9 

However, it is very likely that the territory inhabited by the Hausa peoples 
in earlier times included some parts of the southern Sahara, especially 
Azbin (or Air).10 Various sources indicate that this area was conquered 
as late as the fourteenth or fifteenth century by the Tuareg, w h o forced 
the majority of its original Hausa inhabitants to move southwards to Gobir. 
T h e pressure from the north led to the general shift of the Hausa south­
wards to regions inhabited by other ethnic groups, who gradually adopted 
the Hausa language and customs in the course of the following centuries. 

T h e term Hausa as the ethnonym for the peoples of Hausaland has 
appeared in the written sources only since the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. Until that time, these peoples were known by the names of 
their particular cities or kingdoms - Kanawa , Katsinawa, Gobirawa and 
so on. At the beginning of the sixteenth century, Leo Africanus wrote 
that the c o m m o n language in the area which today forms northern Nigeria 
was Gobir.11 However, the Egyptian historian al-Suyutï(i445-i505) used 
the term 'Hausa' for the territory in his Epistles to the Kings of the Sudan, 
Hausa and al-Takrür.12 Likewise the Timbuktu authors of the Ta'rikk 

8. M . A d a m u , n.d. Even H . F. C . (Abdullah) Smith, op. cit., argues that the Hausa-
speaking people have lived in their present area of settlement from a very early period. 

9. W e have left on one side the far-fetched theories of the Coptic, Nubian or Berber 
origins of the Hausa, proposed by C . K . Meek, 1931b, Vol. 1, pp. 61-87; C . R . Niven, 
1957, pp. 265-6; or H . R . Palmer in his many writings. All of them are offshoots of the 
now defunct 'Hamitic myth'. O n this, see Volume I, Chapter 1, pp. 35 ff. 

10. R . Mauny , 1961, p. 144, suggests that the present Harratin of the Saharan oases 
are the remains of these ancient blacks, who formed part of the Hausa-speaking population. 

11. Leo Africanus, French transi. 1956, Vol. 1, p. 9. 
12. See H . R . Palmer, 1914, pp. 407 ff. 
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al-fattäsk and the Ta'rtkh al-Südän regularly employed the term Hausa 
to refer to the areas on the left bank of the Niger inhabited by the Hausa 
people, contrasting it with G u r m a , which they used to describe those on 
the right bank.13 

Originally, the term Hausa referred only to the mother tongue of the 
inhabitants of Hausaland, whereas the people actually called themselves 
'Hausawa' (that is, speakers of the Hausa language).14 Sometimes, how­
ever, Hausa referred merely to the territory made up of the former Zamfara, 
Kebbi and Gobir kingdoms, thereby indirectly confirming the Sudanic 
chronicles, since these kingdoms were the nearest Hausa lands to Songhay. 

There are non-Muslim groups in both Nigeria and Niger w h o speak 
only Hausa and w h o share the Hausa culture, but w h o refuse to be called 
Hausa people. In Nigeria these people call themselves, and are called by 
the other Hausa, Maguzawa (or Bamaguje), whereas in Niger they are 
known by the name Azna (or Arna) - the Hausa word for 'pagan'. These 
Azna also regard the geographical coverage of the name Hausa as being 
confined to the Zamfara, Kebbi and Gobir areas. Since the name Maguzawa 
is probably derived from the Arabic madjüs (originally 'fire-worshippers', 
then 'pagan' generally) it is possible that the polarization between Hausa 
and Maguzawa/Azna began only with the spread of Islam among the 
c o m m o n people in Hausaland, after the seventeenth and eighteenth cen­
turies. 

In this chapter, the term Hausa is used to denote all those whose mother 
tongue is Hausa, regardless of their place of residence or their religion. 

T h e birth and evolution of the Hausa states 
T h e c o m m o n Hausa legend of origin recounts the westward journey of 
Prince Bayajida from Baghdad to Kanem-Bornu. ' s It was there that the 
mai (king) gave Bayajida his daughter, the magira, in marriage, but deprived 
him of his followers. Bayajida fled to the west in fear of the mat and after 
some time, came to a town whose inhabitants were prevented from drawing 
water by a great snake known as sarki (chief). H e slew the snake with 
his sword;16 as a reward, the local queen, Daura, married him and also 

13. Mahmfld Ka'ti, French transi. 1913-14, pp. 53,178 and 330; al-Sa'dï, French transi. 
1900, pp. 41, 152 and 232; cf. also N . Skinner, 1968, pp. 253-7. 

14. D . A . Olderogge, i960, p. 68, connects the ethnonym Hausa with the Hausa word, 
hausa, for language or tongue; cf. na gane hausarka, 'I understand your language'. 

15. Both H . R . Palmer, 1936, pp. 273-4, a n d W . K . R . Hallam, op. cit., pp. 47-60, 
regard this Bayajida as having some historical connection with Abu Yazïd, w h o led a 
khariiite Berber revolt against the Fatimids in North Africa in the first half of the tenth 
century. Abu Yazïd was probably born in the western Sudan to a slave-girl from Tadmekka 
and was killed by the Fatimids in 947. 

16. The legend of the heroic snake-killer is also found among the Mandingo tales of 
the origins of the Wagadu kings. 
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gave him a Gwari concubine. T h e son of the marriage with Daura was 
called Bawogari, while the concubine bore him a second son called Karbogari 
or Karafgari (town-seizer). T h e town became known as Daura. B a w o , w h o 
succeeded his father, had six sons, three sets of twins, w h o became the 
rulers of K a n o and Daura, Gobir and Zazzau (Zegzeg or Zaria) and Katsina 
and Rano respectively. Together with Biram, which was ruled by Bayajidda's 
son by the Bornu princess, these seven states formed the hausa bakwai 
(the seven Hausa states). Karbogari's sons established another seven states, 
namely Kebbi, Zamfara, Gwari, Jukun (Kwararafa), Yoruba, N u p e and 
Yawuri, which were together called banza bakwai (the seven bastards or 
worthless ones).17 

Even though this legend contains some ancient details, it reflects a situa­
tion which prevailed in northern Nigeria in the sixteenth century. T h e 
states which came to form the hausa bakwai were those that survived 
centuries of successful struggle against neighbouring rival groups. As 
Abdullahi Smith has emphasized, the dynasties and centralized govern­
ments in Hausaland did not emerge as a result of the handiwork of a civiliz­
ing hero w h o came from the east with a superior culture, for the legend 
of Bayajidda itself recognizes that when he arrived at Daura he found 
a queen there. '8 T h e same story is told, moreover, of Kano , where there 
was already a royal dynasty in power before the coming of Bagauda, the 
son of Bayajidda, w h o is regarded as the founder of Kano . All this implies 
that the real meaning of the legend of Daura has not yet been revealed. 

T h e relatively late origin of the legend is shown by the interesting 
description of the division of functions among the Hausa cities. According 
to this, Kano and Rano became sarakunan babba (kings of indigo), since 
their main occupation was the production and dyeing of textiles, whereas 
Katsina and Daura were called sarakunan kasuwa (kings of the market), 
since trade was concentrated in those towns. Gobir was sarkin yaki (the 
king of war), because its duty was to defend the others against external 
enemies. Finally Zazzau (Zaria) became sarkin bayi (the king of slaves), 
since it supplied slave labour to the other Hausa cities.19 This reflects 
the general situation after the establishment of the main Hausa city-states, 
once they had attained a high level of economic growth. 

T h e appearance of centralized states seems to have been closely linked 
with the establishment of great cities called birane (sing, birni) as the centres 
of political power. T h e Hausa cities varied in importance at different times, 
and for this reason w e shall only discuss the evolution of those which 

17. Cf. Palmer, 1928, Vol. 3, pp. 132-4. Various versions of this 'Daura' legend differ 
as to the composition of these two groups of seven: among the hausa bakwai we sometimes 
find Zamfara, Kebbi and Bauchi (Biram and Rano are excluded), whereas G w a m b e , Bauchi, 
Gurma , Zaberma and Borgu may be included in the list of banza bakwai. Cf. Olderogge, 
op. cit., pp. 72-3, where all these differences are tabulated. 

18. Smith, op. cit., pp. 329 ff. 
19. A . J. N . Tremearne, 1913, p. 141. 
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played a significant role, especially after the fourteenth century, including 
K a n o , Katsina, Zazzau (Zaria), Gobir and Kebbi. 

Kano 

T h e history of K a n o is undoubtedly the best known, thanks to its chronicles 
and the wealth of oral tradition.20 T h e territory which later formed the 
K a n o kingdom was initially ruled by small chiefdoms, each headed by 
individuals whose authority over the rest of the people was based on ritual 
jurisdiction. T h e most important of these chiefdoms were Sheme, Dala 
and Santolo. At Dala, there were six generations of rulers before the coming 
ofBagauda. 

T h e entry ofBagauda into the K a n o area took place, according to Palmer, 
in the year + 999; that dating has not yet been revised, although Palmer's 
chronology is plainly arbitrary and very approximate.21 Bagauda lived 
and died at S h e m e after compelling the local people to recognize his political 
rule. It was his grandson, Gijimasu (1095-1134), w h o first established the 
present city of Kano , when he built his settlement at the foot of Dala 
hill. H e also started to build the city walls, but it was not until the reign 
of his son Tsaraki (1136-94) that they were completed. B y 1200, the Kano 
rulers had subdued nearly all the independent chiefdoms in the area, 
with the exception of Santolo, which remained independent for another 
150 years. 

Under Yaji (1349-85) the process of subjugating the country and people 
around the city was brought to a successful conclusion, although many 
groups in K a n o and outside occasionally rose in revolt. Outward expansion 
was marked by the conquest of the still independent chiefdoms of 
Zamnagaba and the occupation of Rano for two years. F r o m that time 
onwards, although Rano continued to exist, it never regained its sovereignty. 

In his war against Santolo, Yaji was aided by a large group of Muslim 
Wangarawa/Dioula people w h o arrived in K a n o during that period, 
according to the Kano Chronicle. They not only joined his army in the 
attack, but also offered prayers for the success of the campaign. Santolo 
was finally captured and the religious centre of the city, where traditional 
sacrifices had been performed, was completely destroyed. This conquest 
completed the territorial definition of the kingdom of K a n o . 

It is interesting to note that the Kano Chronicle depicts the struggle 

20. The Kano Chronicle, written in Arabic, was apparently composed about 1890, but 
it is based upon earlier, pre-djihäd records. It gives an account of 48 Hausa (after 1807, 
Fulani) sarakuna or kings, from Bagauda to M u h a m m a d Bello. A n English translation 
was published by H . R . Palmer, 1909, pp. 58-98, and was reprinted in Palmer, 1928, 
Vol. 3, pp. 92-132 (used for citation hereafter). A Hausa translation, 'Tarihin Kano ' , was 
published in R . M . East, 1933. A variant list of the kings of Kano is to be found in the 
anonymous Song of Bagauda; see M . Hiskett, 1964-5. 

21. Palmer, 1928, Vol. 3, pp. 92 ff. 
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between the ruling class and the commoners - w h o repeatedly rebelled 
against an increasingly despotic rule - as a conflict between Muslims and 
followers of the traditional religion.22 This, however, is clearly a late 
interpretation of the process of centralization. T h e expansion of K a n o was 
directed southwards; Santolo was followed by other campaigns in regions 
to the south, where Kano's armies clashed for the first time with the 
Kwararafa/Jukun. T h e outcome appears to have been indecisive, since the 
Kwararafa refused to pay allegiance to Yaji, but agreed to hand over ioo 
slaves. 

Kananeji (1390-1410) continued the policy of expansion and in two 
campaigns subdued Zazzau, whose king was killed in the battle. Relations 
with Kwararafa were seemingly peaceful and K a n o exchanged its horses 
for slaves. External contacts were stepped up, as shown by the introduction 
of lifidi (the quilted protection for war-horses), iron helmets and coats 
of mail.23 Under Dauda (1421-38), the foreign influence became more 
marked with the arrival of a refugee Bornu prince with his m e n and a 
large number of mallams. Apart from such regalia as horses, drums, 
trumpets and flags, it seems that the Bornu people also brought with them 
more sophisticated concepts of administration, and it was from that time 
onwards that Bornu titles such as galadima, chiroma and kaigama came 
into use in Kano. 

Although wars and raids continued throughout the whole of the fifteenth 
century, the growing commercial activities of the Kanawa represented a 
more important development. A road from Bornu to Gwanja (Gonja in 
modern Ghana) is said to have been opened in the 1450s; camels and 
salt from the Sahara became c o m m o n in Hausaland; and a profitable trade 
was started in kola nuts and eunuchs. T h e growing prosperity of the 
kingdom, as well as the more pronounced Islamic character of the ruling 
class, attracted many Muslim clerics to Kano. In the 1450s, the Fulani 
came to Hausaland from Mali, bringing 'books on divinity and etymology' 
(formerly only books on law and the traditions had been known); the end 
of the century witnessed the arrival of a number of rif (descendants of 
the Prophet M u h a m m a d ) and the vigorous Muslim cleric, al-Maghîlï.24 

O n the other hand, the kings of Kano were forced to pay tribute to Bornu 
and became involved in a century-long war with Katsina. 

T h e Kano Chronicle ascribes to M u h a m m a d Rumfa (1463-99) a number 
of innovations of varying importance, among them the extension of the 
city walls and the building of new gates; the appointment of eunuchs to 
state offices; the establishment of Ku rm i market, the main market in Kano ; 
and the setting up of a council of nine leading office-holders (tara-ta-Kano — 

22. ibid., pp. 102 ff. T h e Kano Chronicle also mentions the introduction, at this time, 
of long trumpets in Kano and of a national anthem, Zauna daidai Kano garinkine ('Stand 
firm, Kano is your city'), ibid., p. 104. 

23. Palmer, 1928, Vol. 3, p. 107. 
24. ibid, p. n i . O n al-Maghilï and his role, see pp. 290-1 below. 
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'the Nine of Kano' ) as a kind of ministry. S o m e of these innovations mark 
Rumfa's ambition to emulate the manners of the Bornu or even of the 
courts of the Maghrib, such as the construction of a new palace {gidan 
rumfa), long trumpets and ostrich-feather fans as symbols of royalty, the 
establishment of a secluded harem with 1000 wives and, last but not least, 
the official festivities at the end of the R a m a d a n fast (lId al-fitr). 

It was in Rumfa's reign that the first war took place with Katsina; this 
lasted eleven years, with neither side gaining the upper hand. His suc­
cessors, AbdüjjähT (1499-1509) and M u h a m m a d Kisoki (1509-65) con­
tinued his policy and, although they fought without m u c h success against 
Katsina, they defeated Zaria. T h e growing might of Bornu still loomed 
menacingly over Hausaland, and Kano was not spared the humiliation 
of its sarki before the mai, but it managed on other occasions to defend 
its territory. 

Katsina 

In general, there is m u c h less information on the early history of Katsina;25 

but it seems to have closely paralleled that of K a n o , albeit with a con­
siderable time-lag. In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries the territory 
which later came to be known as Katsina consisted of independent chief-
doms, all of them Hausa-speaking; that at Durbi-ta-Kusheyi was the most 
important. It was from Durbi that the centralized city-state of Katsina 
eventually developed. With Sarki M u h a m m a d Korau (1445-95), w h ° was 
probably the founder of a new dynasty, w e are on firmer historical ground. 
While still at Durbi, Korau identified an important meeting point of several 
trade routes, the site of an iron-mine and an important shrine, known 
as Bawada; and as sarki, he established there a new walled city (birni) 
called Katsina.26 

T h e new settlement soon became attractive to both settlers and passing 
traders, and thus brought more power and wealth to its ruler. Little by 
little, the surrounding chiefs came to pay him tributes in the form of iron 
bars, and this was the beginning of haraji or poll-tax in Katsina. With 
such a strong economic and political base, M u h a m m a d Korau began to 
raid far and wide, until he had carved for himself a large domain, the 
kingdom of Katsina; he is traditionally regarded as its first Muslim ruler.27 

It was during his reign that al-Maghîlï visited the city; the Gobarau mosque, 
part of which still stands, was built during the same period, modelled 
on the mosques of G a o and Jenne. Katsina's military campaigns outside 
Hausaland were concentrated, like those of Kano , in the territory to the 

25. H . R . Palmer, 1927, published a list of Katsina kings; see also Palmer, 1928, Vol. 3, 
pp. 78-82. T h e most recent work on the history of Katsina is a doctoral dissertation 
(University of Zaria) by Y . B . U s m a n . 

26. Y . B . Usman's research has disproved the assertion of some earlier writers that the 
city of Katsina was founded by Wangarawa immigrants; ibid. 

27. H . F . C . (Abdullahi) Smith, 1971, pp. 196-8. 
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south of the kingdom. T h e Katsina Chronicle records that M u h a m m a d 
Korau waged war against N u p e , which then had a c o m m o n frontier with 
Katsina;28 this war perhaps arose from the same nascent N u p e expan­
sionism which had precipitated conflict between the N u p e and the Yoruba. 

A m o n g Korau's successors, Ibrâhïm Sura (1493-9) ÏS remembered as 
a severe taskmaster w h o forced his subjects to pray and imprisoned those 
w h o refused; he also corresponded with the celebrated Egyptian historian, 
al-Suyutï (d. 1505). 'All, w h o succeeded Ibrâhïm and whose long reign 
covered the first quarter of the sixteenth century, was called muräbit ('man 
of the ribdf), perhaps to commemorate his fortification of the city.29 

Zazzau 

T h e picture w e have of the early history of Zazzau is even more clouded 
than that of Katsina. T h e historical materials are too limited to allow for 
any reasonable reconstruction of the political history of the area, and the 
interpretations given to the few sources available are contradictory. Accord­
ing to Abdullahi Smith, the Hausa people 'had lived in Zazzau for more 
than a millennium before a central government emerged in the area, based 
initially at Turunku ' . 3 0 F rom there, the chiefs expanded the territory, an­
nexing the smaller neighbouring chiefdoms and then establishing their new 
headquarters at the site of the present city of Zaria, probably at the end 
of the fifteenth century. 

Recently M . Last has put forward a completely different picture of Hausa 
rule in Zazzau. H e suggests that as early as the year 1200 there existed 
a kingdom in that territory, but that it went by the name of K a n k u m a 
(Kangoma or K w a n g o m a as n o w pronounced) and that the rulers were 
not Hausa but K a m u k u . This Kangoma federation was 'heir to the N o k 
culture and its economy was based on trade in metals'. W h e n this federation 
broke up, 'the kingdom of K a n g o m a (which had emerged from the split) 
at Turunku became known in the sixteenth century as Zegzeg'. It was 
only in 1641 that the Hausa people began to rule Zegzeg or Zazzau, with 
Zaria as the capital.31 This is a rather bold theory, not without its weak 
points (mostly linguistic), and it must remain in the realm of conjecture 
until more convincing arguments have been advanced in its support. 

Abdullahi Smith gives us a more satisfactory picture of the history of 
Zazzau in this period, which can be summarized as follows. Not long before 
the fifteenth century, on the plain of Zazzau in the extreme south of 
Hausaland, several urban centres arose, which evolved a city-state type 
of administration. In the course of political development, two towns, 

28. Palmer, 1928, Vol. 3, pp. 79-80. Cf. also Y . B . Usman, 1972, pp. 175-97. 
29. Early Katsina chronology is rather confused. H . F . C . (Abdullahi) Smith, 1961, uses 

the reference to an eclipse during the reign of Aliyu Karyagiwa (dated by Palmer between 
1419 and 1431) to prove that Palmer's dates are over 100 years too early. 

30. H . F . C . (Abdullahi) Smith, 1970b. 
31. M . Last, in M . A d a m u (ed.) (forthcoming, b). 

274 



The Hausa and their neighbours in the central Sudan 

Turunku and Kufena, came to exercise authority over the others. These 
two towns were initially independent of each other and remained so until 
the end of the fifteenth century, when a Turunku ruler, Bakwa, seized 
power also at Kufena. Later, the kings of Zazzau, w h o ruled the former 
territories of Kufena and Turunku, settled permanently in the new capital 
built at the eastern end of the Kufena birni, which was called Zaria after 
a daughter of Bakwa. (Princess Zaria and the celebrated Amina were sisters.) 

With the merger of Turunku and Kufena, the Zazzau kingdom had 
really come into being. F r o m the beginning of the sixteenth century, Zazzau 
embarked on territorial expansion in the west and south. According to 
historical tradition, the Zazzau army was led in some campaigns by the 
gimbiya (Princess) Amïna, daughter of Bakwa, w h o also fortified Zaria 
and Kufena with wide city walls. There is nothing in the literature or 
the non-palace oral traditions to show that Amïna was ever a monarch 
in Zazzau. Her name is not found on any of the lists of Zazzau kings; 
she lived and died a princess - admittedly a very influential one - but 
never a queen. T h e legend depicts her as a great warrior w h o campaigned 
beyond the frontiers of Zazzau as far as Nupeland in the south-west and 
Kwararafa in the south-east. T h e Kano Chronicle states that'the Sarkin 
Nupe sent her [the princess] forty eunuchs and ioooo kola nuts. She was 
the first in Hausaland to o w n eunuchs and kola nuts. In her time all the 
products of the west were introduced into Hausaland.'32 

Gobir 

Whereas Zazzau was the southernmost Hausa state, Gobir was furthest 
north. T h e original homeland of the Gobirawa was situated even further 
north and stretched from the region of Agades up to and including the Air 
massif. T h e Hausa name for the area is Azbin (correctly pronounced Abzin), 
whereas Gobir was used to refer to the political entity formed by the 
Gobirawa.33 T h e various groups into which they were divided had been 
under pressure from the Tuareg since the twelfth century and had been 
driven southwards. S o m e of them settled on the plains, in an area n o w 
called Adar, and became known as the Adarawa. Other groups of Hausa-
speakers, w h o later became the Gobirawa, also migrated southwards and 
established the Gobir kingdom, in different places and at different times. 
Thus, in the period up to about 1405, this kingdom was located in what 
is now the Republic of Niger (with its centre at Marandet?); later it moved 

32. Palmer, 1928, Vol. 3, p. 109. According to the Kano Chronicle, Amïna was a con­
temporary of Dauda of Kano (1421-38). Some modern scholars are inclined to accept 
this date, for example, R . A . Adeleye, 1971, and H . J. Fisher, 1977; others claim that 
she lived in the sixteenth century: S. J. Hogben and A . H . Kirk-Greene, 1966, pp. 216-18, 
place her after 1576; Abdullahi Smith, 1970b, gives the beginning of the sixteenth century. 
This is also the opinion of the editors of this chapter. 

33. According to some oral traditions, all the Hausa come from the Air massif, see 
D . Hamani, 1975. 
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again to the south and established its capital at Birnin Lalle for some time. 
T h e Kano Chronicle mentions the arrival of the Abzinawa in Gobir in 
the mid-fifteenth century and adds that it was from that time onwards 
that salt became c o m m o n in Hausaland.34 

T h e paucity of the written and oral sources does not enable us to 
reconstruct a more coherent history of Gobir or of the process by which 
a centralized state first developed there. T h e same is true of the chronology, 
since none of the currently available versions of the list of kings is of any 
value. However, Marandet was already, by about the ninth century, an 
important commercial and industrial centre based on the trans-Saharan 
trade with Gao , so it is possible that Gobir had become a centralized state 
by that time. In spite of continuous pressure from the Tuaregs, the 
Gobirawa were successful in their role as defenders of Hausaland's northern 
borders, both during the period under discussion and also at a later stage. 

R a n o 

In most works on the early history of the Hausa states, Rano is presented 
as one of the kingdoms established early in the present millennium, which 
subsequently lost its sovereignty to Kano . Recently, however, Murray Last 
has drawn attention to the fact that, if the Kano Chronicle is examined 
carefully, no evidence can be found for the existence of a kingdom of 
Rano before the fifteenth century.35 There was, in fact, a Hausa chiefdom 
called Zamnagaba (or Zamnakogi) which was independent of Kano. Accord­
ing to the Kano Chronicle, it was Sarkiri Kano Yaji (1349-85) who drove 
its chief from his capital and then went on to Rano and Babu, where he 
lived for two years.36 Last suggests that before this conquest Zamnagaba 
was part of the political system of Santolo, which was still independent 
of Kano at that time and was conquered by Yaji only towards the end 
of his reign. There would seem therefore to be a need to reconsider the 
inclusion of Rano among the early Hausa states and to engage in further 
research on Rano's relationship with Santolo and K a n o respectively. 
Zamnagaba should perhaps take the place of Rano among the list of the 
early hausa bakwai.31 

Zamfara 

It was only at the beginning of the sixteenth century that the Zamfara 
kingdom can be said to have clearly emerged as a state. Before that time, 
the main chiefdoms in its territory were Dutsi, Togai, Kiyawa (or Kiawa) 
and Jata. Unfortunately, none of the available sources illustrates the process 

34. Kano Chronicle, in Palmer, 1928, Vol. 3, p. iii. 
35. M . Last, in Kano Studies, 1979, pp. 13-15. 
36. Palmer, 1928, Vol. 3, p. 104. 
37. The meaning of the name Zamnakogi also needs investigating. This is given in the 

Daura Chronicle as the name of the founder of Kano; ibid., p. 134. 
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by which a system of centralized government first developed here, but 
it seems that the areas that were administered from an early date were 
also places where iron ore was smelted and where hills of some religious 
significance were situated.38 T h e centralization process started with the 
rulers of Dutsi, w h o had brought the other chiefdoms under their control. 
T h e establishment of Birnin Zamfara as the permanent capital of the 
kingdom m a y have occurred early in the sixteenth century, for in the middle 
of that century Zamfara began to campaign in a southerly direction; these 
campaigns took them to Yawuri in the Niger basin, although they did 
not occupy it permanently. Until 1600, the main concern of the Zamfara 
rulers was to consolidate their domestic power.39 

Kebbi 

Although Kebbi, the westernmost part of Hausaland, was inhabited by 
Hausa-speaking peoples from early times, local traditions of origin do not 
include its people among the hausa bakwai, but lists them among the 
banza bakwai. According to M . M u h a m m a d Bello, 'the people of Kebbi 
are descended from a Katsina mother and a Songhay father'.40 

Kebbi appears in history at the time when the area first came under 
Songhay rule, during the reign of Sunni 'AIT (1464-92). At this time the 
lower R ima valley was administered by clan chiefs with the title of magaji 
(successor), but shortly afterwards immigration started from other Hausa 
areas. O n e of the immigrants was a certain M u h a m m a d u Kanta from 
Kuyambana in southern Katsina. Through his military prowess, he soon 
eclipsed the local magajis and became the defacto governor of the Songhay 
sub-province of Kebbi.4 1 H e joined the Songhay army as a barde (captain) 
and participated in the successful campaign against the Sultan of Agades, 
where m u c h booty was captured. Because Kanta did not receive his ex­
pected share of the spoils, he and his followers broke away from the Songhay 
empire and were declared rebels. This happened in 1516; a series of military 
engagements with Songhay followed, lasting for several years, but Kanta 
managed to preserve his independence.42 

Kanta then established his capital at Surame and encouraged the small 
villages to merge together into towns, which were then fortified with city 
walls for defensive purposes. H e himself grouped together nine separate 
settlements to found Birnin Leka, and later founded another town, which 

38. N . Garba, 1977. 
39. K . Krieger, 1959. 
40. M . M u h a m m a d Bello, Eng. transi. 1922, p. 13. The exclusion of Kebbi from the 

'Seven Hausa' may arise from the fact that, in the sixteenth century, the Kebbi kingdom 
was an ally of Songhay and led many campaigns against the other Hausa states, which 
consequently regarded it as an enemy. 

41. A n account of the early history of Kebbi, including the rise and fall of Kanta, 
is given in an unpublished thesis by M . B . Alkali, 1969. 

42. Al-Sa'dï, loc. cit., pp. 129-30. 
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came to be known as Birnin Kebbi, to serve as a base for defence against 
Songhay.43 

After thus consolidating his system of defence, Kanta turned his attention 
outwards. H e occupied Air/Agades and seized control of that area from 
Songhay. M u h a m m a d Bello credited him with conquering the whole of 
Hausaland and parts of Bornu;4 4 other sources recount his invasions of 
Yawuri and N u p e in the south.45 Kanta does not appear to have evolved 
any administrative machinery for integrating the conquered territories with 
the metropolitan province. It was enough for him that the vassal states 
paid their tribute to him and acknowledged Kebbi's overlordship.46 

In the sixteenth century Kebbi became a major power, functioning as 
a sort of buffer between Hausaland and the Niger basin. T h e Bornu 
kingdom, alarmed by the rise of a new and powerful state, attempted to 
subdue it and invaded the Hausa states under Kanta's rule; but the Bornu 
army was crushed. It was on his return from another victorious campaign 
in western Bornu, in 1556, that Kanta died. After his death, the Hausa 
states stopped sending tribute to Kebbi and became independent again, 
and A h m a d u , the eldest son and successor of Kanta, did not take up arms 
to compel them to resume payment. At the end of the sixteenth century, 
even the overlordship of Agades was no longer firmly in the hands of 
the Kebbi rulers, since Kano and Katsina had intervened there in support 
of a claimant w h o was Kebbi's enemy. Kebbi thus had shrunk from an 
'empire' to a local kingdom, whose paramountcy over Hausaland was com­
pletely ended. 

It can be seen from the foregoing that the period between 1200 and 
1600 must be considered crucial in the history of the Hausa people. During 
that time they established centralized governments in half a dozen states, 
based on walled capital cities, which also became important as commercial 
centres. S o m e of these states had already begun to expand and to attack 
other peoples, both in Hausaland and beyond. 

Relations of the Hausa with neighbouring peoples 
T h e Hausa were not, of course, the only people inhabiting the central 
Sudan, that is the territory stretching from Lake Chad in the east to the 
Niger basin in the west, and from the Sahel in the north to the Benue 
basin in the south. It was within these perimeters that the Hausa people 
developed contacts with other ethnic groups. T h e Daura legend - the Hausa 
myth of origin — enumerates some of the neighbouring non-Hausa peoples 
with w h o m the Hausa had established relations by the year 1500. Although 
various lists of the banza bakwai ('the worthless seven') sometimes include 

43. Alkali, op. cit., pp. 55 ff. 
44. M u h a m m a d Bello, loe. cit., pp. 13-14. 
45. R . M . East, 1933, Vol. i. 
46. Adeleye, op. cit., p. 564. 
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Hausa-speaking societies (Kebbi and Zamfara), the main representatives 
of these were the Jukun, the Kwararafa, the Gwari, the Yoruba, the N u p e 
and the Yawuri. It is interesting to note that none of these lists contains 
the names of the greater and more important neighbours — Kanem-Bornu 
and Songhay - whose influence in Hausaland must have been considerable 
from a very early date. 

As a rule the Hausa used the n a m e Barebari (or Beriberi) to refer to all 
the peoples of the Kanem-Bornu empire. Thus the names of K a n e m b u , 
Kanuri, the Shuwa Arabs, Bolewa, Ngizim and so on were not widely 
known in Hausaland before the modern period. A m o n g the Barebari, the 
social classes dominating Bornu's relations with Hausaland - the rulers, 
merchants and Muslim clerics - were predominantly of Kanuri ethnic 
origin, and certain features of Kanuri culture accordingly came to be seen 
as representative of the Beriberi people.47 

In the history of Hausaland, the relationship with Kanem-Bornu is of 
great significance because it was from that state that many important cultural 
elements and new ideas were borrowed, which later became an integral 
part of Hausa culture and civilization. Contacts between the Hausa and 
the Kanuri peoples began when the latter were still in K a n e m ; but when 
they became firmly established in .Bornu, to the south-west of Lake Chad, 
these contacts took on a new dimension.48 

In the second half of the fifteenth century, after a long period of un­
interrupted conflict, the Bornu kingdom settled down to a new-found 
stability. This stabilization was associated with the establishment of a 
permanent walled capital at Ngazargumu, to the west of Chad, which 
formed a suitable base for the later extension of Bornu power westwards 
into Hausaland.49 In about 1425 'U thman Kalnama, a deposed ruler of 
Bornu, sought refuge in Kano , with his retinue; he played an important 
role there under the reign of Dauda (1421-38) and Abdullah! Burja (1438-
52). The mai of Bornu could scarcely ignore this threat coming from 
Hausaland, and he reduced K a n o and other parts of Hausaland to vassal 
status, so that m a n y towns had to pay tribute to Bornu. About the same 
time, Katsina was to some extent subject to Bornu and was also forced 
to send an annual tribute of 100 slaves to Ngazargumu.5 0 It is not clear 
to what degree the whole of Hausaland became dependent on Bornu, nor 
for how long. M . G . Smith inclines to the view that, initially, only Biram 
and Kano were the vassals of Bornu, since Kano was the leading Hausa 
state on Bornu's borders and would thus have been the first to engage 
the attention of the Kanuri.51 O n the other hand, according to the Sokoto 
Provincial Gazetteer, 'Yawuri sent annual tribute to Zaria, its immediate 

47. Usman, op. cit., pp. 185-97 
48. Cf. M . A d a m u , 1979; the history of Kanem-Bornu is discussed in Chapter 10 above. 
49. Smith, 1971, p. 182. 
50. Kano Chronicle, in Palmer, 1928, Vol. 3, pp. 109-10 and 83. 
51. M . G . Smith, 1964a. 
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superior, and therefore to Bornu. All other Hausa states sent their tribute 
to Daura for Bornu. '5 2 

T h e true nature of the suzerainty of Bornu over Hausaland and its various 
parts in the period under discussion still requires further research. Never­
theless, it has already been established that from this time onwards the 
influence of Bornu became stronger and was channelled mainly through 
K a n o , thereby enriching the cultural development of Hausaland. 

During the sixteenth century, the rise of Kebbi as the most warlike 
state of the central Sudan led it into a prolonged struggle with the rulers 
of Bornu. M u h a m m a d Kanta emerged victorious from this struggle, which 
had as its main objective the domination of Air (Agades), the important 
crossroads of trans-Saharan routes leading to Hausaland. It is difficult 
to discern to what extent the Hausa states were involved in this power 
game, but Kanta seems to have imposed his suzerainty on at least some 
of the city-states and thus eliminated Bornu's political tutelage. 

T h e other powerful state on the borders of Hausaland was the Songhay 
empire. Mali, its predecessor in the hegemony of the central Sudan, never 
played any political role in Hausa history, although its cultural influence -
mainly through the activities of the Wangarawa traders and clerics - must 
have been felt strongly from an early date.53 

Until recently, most historians believed that Askiya M u h a m m a d (1492-
1528), the powerful ruler of the Songhay empire, had conquered all of 
Hausaland in the first years of the sixteenth century and imposed his rule 
over Kano , Katsina, Gobir, Zamfara and Zazzau. According to this theory, 
the Hausa region became in subsequent decades the setting for a prolonged 
struggle between two imperial states, Songhay and Bornu, although the 
emergence of an independent kingdom, Kebbi, weakened the direct hold 
Songhay had over Hausaland from 1515. But, as H . J. Fisher has per­
suasively shown, the only source for the alleged Songhay invasion and 
occupation is the account of Leo Africanus, the Moroccan Arab traveller 
w h o claimed to have visited some parts of the western Sudan in 1510 
and 1513 . 5 4 

It cannot be denied that Leo's description of the Songhay invasion is 
very vivid and provides a great m a n y details about the fate of the Hausa 
rulers, their crippling tributes and their marriage alliances.55 O n the other 
hand, the Hausa chronicles are silent about this event, which was so im­
portant for the political history of Hausaland, and it cannot be explained 
away simply by the chroniclers' deliberate suppression of any reference 
to a humiliating debacle, since the Kano Chronicle frequently recounts 
defeats of the sarkin kano on various occasions by less powerful states 

52. Quoted in ibid. 
53. Songhay is often referred to in Hausa chronicles as 'Melle', in the sense of 'the 

western empire'. 
54. H . J. Fisher, 1978. 
55. Leo Africanus, loc. cit., Vol. 2, pp. 473 ff. 
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such as Katsina, Zaria or Kwararafa. Even more important is the fact 
that the Timbuktu chronicles, which tell the tale from the Songhay point 
of view, do not mention this allegedly victorious campaign of their favourite 
hero, Askiya M u h a m m a d . They refer only very briefly to a minor expedi­
tion against Katsina in 1514, shortly after Leo's visit.56 It now appears 
more than likely that the Songhay conquest of Hausaland never took place 
and that the states of this area never came under Songhay domination. 

The Jukun now live to the south-east of Hausaland, along the middle 
reaches of the River Benue. Although today they are not very numerous, 
in the past they played a considerable role in the history of central and 
northern Nigeria, and exercised a lasting influence on many of their 
neighbours. 

According to the generally accepted view, the Jukun moved into their 
present area of settlement from the north-east. T h e traditions diverge con­
cerning the country from which they came; some mention the Nile valley 
and Kordofan, others look as far as Arabia or the Y e m e n . O n e tradition 
claims that the Jukun arrived at the same time as the Kanuri.57 Although 
these traditions of remote origin must be considered highly suspect, it 
seems more plausible that the Jukun came from the north-east through 
the country between the Mandara highlands and Lake Chad. However, 
the linguistic evidence shows that the Jukun language belongs to the Benue-
Congo subfamily, together with the Tiv, Ibibio, Efik and the majority of 
Cross River languages; this points rather to a southern origin, although the 
possibility cannot be ruled out that the Jukun m a y have been the last wave 
of a general migratory movement from the north and north-east to the south. 

T w o theories have been put forward to identify the region of Nigeria 
which formed the first power base of the Jukun people. T h e first suggests 
that it was on the middle Benue basin, south of the river channel, that 
the Jukun established the Kwararafa empire often mentioned in traditional 
Hausa texts.58 Ruins of the city, which went under the name of Kwararafa, 
can still be seen in the area. Kwararafa is the Hausa name for the Jukun 
people and their capital, as well as for their kingdom.5 ' W h e n the city 
was abandoned at the end of the eighteenth century,60 its still-extant suc­
cessor town, Wukari, grew up in the same region. It was from the southern 
Benue basin that the Jukun expanded northwards into the Gongola valley 

56. M a h m u d Ka'ti, loc. cit., pp. 77 and 147; al-Sa'dl, loc. cit., pp. 78 and 129. 
57. C . K . M e e k , 1931a, p. xv. 
58. ibid. 
59. Kwararafa is derived from kororo-afa, meaning 'the salt people', since Jukun territory 

was well known for its salt-mines. Cf. W . B . Baikie, 1856, p. 455. T h e terms Kororofa 
or Kororofawa, which appear in the literature, m a y refer to the peoples of the Benue 
valley in general and not necessarily to the same people (the Jukun) on each occasion. 
See T . L . Hodgkin, 1975, p. 31. 

60. For the decline and break-up of the city of Kwararafa, see M e e k , 1931a, pp. 32 ff; 
M . A d a m u , 1978, pp. 38-43. 
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and later into Kasar Chiki.61 This northward expansion has not yet been 
dated, but it occurred before the evacuation of the city of Kwararafa. Early 
Hausa-Jukun relations first developed in this area of the southern Benue 
basin. T h e Jukun language has been shown to have originated south of 
the Benue basin and to have spread northwards.62 T h e southern origin 
of Jukun political power is further supported by oral traditions from dif­
ferent towns in Kasar Chiki, which claim descent from Jukun immigrants 
from the south (Kwararafa and Wukari). 

According to the second theory, it was in the Gongola valley to the 
north of the Benue and in parts of the upper Benue basin that the Jukun 
first organized their political power and initially established military and 
commercial relations with the Hausa people. Jukun rule south of the River 
Benue developed only later. However, there is as yet no documentary 
evidence as to when and h o w this developed.63 

These two theories are not entirely incompatible; the Jukun seem to 
have had two centres of political power, the southern Benue basin and 
the Gongola valley. For reasons that are still unclear, the southern Benue 
basin politically overshadowed all the other areas containing Jukun settle­
ments. S o m e of the attacks on the Hausa states that were mounted from 
the Gongola valley m a y have been initiated on the orders of the aku, the 
supreme ruler of the Jukun people based on the southern area in the n o w 
abandoned city of Kwararafa.64 O n the grounds that the Hausa and 
Kanuri called their c o m m o n enemy by different names (Kwana in Kanuri, 
Kwararafa in Hausa), Riad has suggested the existence of two Jukun states, 
one in the north, bordering Bornu (Kwana), and the second further to the 
south, more closely involved with Hausaland. These states were not con­
temporary with each other; the southern one was mentioned in the Kano 
Chronicle as having existed in the fourteenth century.65 

Unfortunately, the Jukun people recorded their history neither in writing 
nor in 'd rum history'.66 T h e majority of the present-day Jukun, with 
the important exception of the Pindiga group, no longer remember the 
details of their warlike past. Nevertheless, various sources clearly show 

61. Kasar Chiki is the lowland part of the present Plateau State of Nigeria, covering 
Wase (Langtang), Shendam and A w e local government areas. In Hausa the literal meaning 
oí kasar chiki is 'the territory between'; the origin of the term has not yet been investigated. 

62. K . Shimuzu, 1971, unpublished dissertation on the Jukun language. 
63. T h e Gongola theory is supported by H . F . C . Smith, 1971, and more recently by 

S. Abubakar, 1980, pp. 168 ff. 
64. T h e aku owed his position to his religious role, in that he was believed to be divinely 

appointed and to function as the intermediary between the gods and the people. See 
M . W . Young, 1966. 

65. M . Riad, i960, pp. 483 ff. 
66. D rummers and singers are the bearers of the oral traditions of many communities 

in West Africa. Historical accounts are usually preserved in the form of songs and citations, 
and are passed down from father to son in the families of the traditional bards of griots. 
Most of such accounts relate to political histories, because it was the kings and chiefs 
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that the Jukun people were already established in the middle Benue basin 
and also in the Gongola valley during the period 1200-1600. It is even 
possible that their expansion into Kasar Chiki had already started in the 
sixteenth century. During the period under discussion they had established 
a powerful state, which by 1600 was approaching the peak of its military 
might. T h e early importance of the Jukun is also suggested by the fact 
that there are some ethnic groups which either claim descent from the 
Jukun or have copied many aspects of their culture, directly or through 
the Igala. In addition to the Igala themselves, these include the Idoma, 
A n k w e , Montol, Igbirra and a number of others.67 

With the N u p e , w e reach the southernmost part of the central Sudan. 
Both linguistic evidence and oral tradition, however, suggest that the earliest 
significant links were with the south rather than the north. By virtue of 
its geographical location, the N u p e country was, nevertheless, predestined 
to form a link between the savannah of the north and the forest regions 
of the south and to become a meeting point of influences from both direc­
tions. B y all indications, the N u p e people were autochthonous in their 
present-day area of settlement, near the Niger-Benue confluence. 

Even the story of Tsoede - 'the culture hero and mythical founder of 
the N u p e kingdom'68 - merely refers to the emergence of one central 
government for the N u p e people and not to the genesis of the N u p e as 
a people.69 Before the era of Tsoede (Edegi was his other name, particularly 
among the Hausa), the N u p e were divided into five subgroups or clans: 
the Ebe , Beni (or Bini), Ebagi, Bataci (or Batache) and Dibo (or Zitako, 
w h o were also known as Gana-Gana among the Hausa). These formed a 
loose association, called the Beni confederacy. T h e sources make it clear 
that there were kings before Tsoede's time and some of these are specifically 
named. M . D . M a s o n argues that Tsoede is 'simply the personification 
of a chain of events that led to the founding of a supratribal state'.70 This 
period was revolutionary, in the sense that 'Tsoede' brought about the 
unification not only of the sedentary N u p e represented by the Beni con­
federacy, but also of the riverine Kyedye (or Kede) w h o 'ruled the water' 
and other subgroups, many of w h o m were assimilated Yoruba, Gwari, 
Kanuri or Igala immigrants. 

Tsoede himself is believed to have flourished in the early part of the 
sixteenth century, but this date is quite uncertain. Even if the pattern 

who could afford to offer continuous patronage to such bards. The songs are usually recited 
at ceremonies. In the Hausa states there are also drum histories, but these have not yet 
been systematically collected. Most historians draw their information from palace courtiers 
and Muslim clerics (mallams), as well as from written documents. 

67. Details of these claims can be found in O . S. M . Temple, 1922, and 
Meek , 1931a. 

68. S. F . Nadel, 1942, p. 72. 
69. M . D . Mason, 1970-1, pp. 32-3. 
70. ibid. 
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of state formation cannot at present be fitted into any firm chronological 
framework, references to the N u p e in Hausa sources date back to the 
fifteenth century and some of these m a y perhaps refer to the Beni con­
federacy. F r o m that century onwards the N u p e people were therefore 
members of a very rapidly expanding ethnic group, which grew numerically 
by encouraging the settlement and subsequent assimilation of immigrants 
from Yoruba territory, from Igala (people w h o came allegedly with Tsoede) 
and from Bornu, along with Gwari and some Kambari people. Culturally, 
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries represented a period when a dynamic 
culture for the N u p e as a whole was forged at the expense of the local 
cultural loyalties formerly entertained by small ethnic groups. T h e Tsoede 
tradition was central to this development. During this period the N u p e 
kings established diplomatic and commercial contacts with m a n y neigh­
bouring states, and especially with the Hausa cities. 

Another group of people w h o had relations with the Hausa during this 
period were the inhabitants of Bauchi; this is the Hausa term used to 
refer to the territory due south of Hausaland - kasashen bauchi. It comprised 
the area covered by the present-day states of Bauchi, Plateau, Southern 
Kaduna, Northern Niger and Southern Sokoto (Zuru and Yawuri).71 

There are m a n y peoples w h o regard this vast territory as their traditional 
homeland and, with the exception of the Kambari, all are composed of 
small ethnic groups.72 Their traditions - again, with the exception 
of the Kambari - claim origin from either Hausaland or the Bornu terri­
tory. 

It is difficult to reconstruct the relationships which developed between 
the Hausa and the Bauchi peoples during the period up to the sixteenth 
century, because historical sources are so meagre. The main trend seems 
to have been the Hausa migrations into Bauchi territory; m a n y peoples 
ventured southwards for trading or military purposes, and some also went 
there as refugees.73 Apart from the soldiers, the majority of migrants into 
the kasashen bauchi settled there and did not return. S o m e of the settlers 
retained their Hausa language; the descendants of other groups lost it and 
became linguistically assimilated by the indigenous host people, whether 
Kambari, Gungawa , Dakarawa, Gwari, K a m u k u or Warjawa. O n the other 
hand, Bauchi was a favoured territory for slave raiding from both Kano 
and Zazzau, and thus a large number of local people entered Hausaland. 

Only the Kambari and K a m u k u among the Bauchi peoples seem to 
have established some kind of centralized government before the sixteenth 
century. T h e political history of Yawuri shows that when the Hausa people 
began to settle in that area, towards the end of the fourteenth century, 
they found the Kambari chiefdom of Maginga, which they took over and 

71. For a brief discussion on the traditional usage of the term Bauchi, see A d a m u , 
1978, p. 23. 

72. Cf. C . K . Meek, 1925, and Temple, op. cit. 
73. Adamu, 1978, pp. 39-40. 
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have ruled ever since. It is possible, therefore, that Maginga already existed 
as a kingdom of the Kambari by the year 1200. Owing to the lack of 
material it is difficult to ascertain what relations it might have had with 
the emerging Hausa states at so early a date. It is nevertheless noteworthy 
that the first Hausa to establish their rule in Yawuri in the fourteenth 
century were traders from southern Katsina, resident in the area.74 

As for the K a m u k u , it may be possible to identify them with a people 
called Karuku, mentioned by al-Makrîzï (d. 1442) in al-Khbar an adjnas 
al-Südän ('The Races of the Sudan'), together with the kingdom of 
K a n k u m a (Kwangoma or K a n g o m a ) . 7 5 It is still uncertain whether this 
kingdom - where the K a m u k u are alleged to have been the dominant people 
— existed by 1200 and formed the predecessor state of Zaria, as suggested 
by M . Last.76 Nevertheless, the evidence of al-Makrîzï points to the 
existence of some form of political organization among the K a m u k u people 
as early as the fourteenth or fifteenth century. 

Major developments in Hausaland 
Immigration 

O n e of the major developments of this period was the large-scale immigra­
tion into Hausaland of peoples and groups coming from different directions 
at different times and for different purposes. T h e areas from which Hausa-
land received most of its immigrants were the Sahel in the north, Bornu 
in the east and the Mali and Songhay empires in the west. T h e categories 
of immigrants included herdsmen, fishermen, agriculturalists, merchants 
and traders, Musl im clerics and scholars (known as mallams in Hausa) 
and some aristocrats. 

T h e first immigrant herdsmen were the Fulani/Fulbe, followed by the 
Tuareg. Although a great deal has been written on the early history of 
the Fulani in the central Sudan, no generally accepted reconstruction of 
their migration has emerged, except that most scholars agree that they 
reached this area from the west. However, the chronology and the routes 
they took still remain obscure. According to Yusüfü U s m a n , the Fulani 
first came to Katsina during the reign of Sarkin Katsina Jabdayaki 
(c. 1405-45).77 Shortly afterwards, their arrival is mentioned in the Kano 
Chronicle in these words: 

In Yak'ubu's time (1452-63) the Fulani came to Hausaland from 
Melle, bringing with them books on divinity and etymology. Formerly 
our doctors had, in addition to the Koran, only the books of the law 
and the traditions. T h e Fulani passed by and went to Bornu, leaving 

74. Cf. A d a m u (forthcoming, a), ch. 2. 
75. See the English translation in Palmer, 1928, Vol. 2, p. 6. 
76. Last, in A d a m u (ed.) (forthcoming, b). 
77. Y . B . Usman , 1979b. 
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a few m e n in Hausaland, together with some slaves and people w h o 
were tired of journeying.78 

Although some of these Fulani were Musl im clerics, as appears from 
the quotation, the vast majority of the immigrants were nomadic pastoral-
ists, holding traditional religious beliefs, w h o came to Hausaland in search 
of new and better grazing for their cattle, sheep and goats. It is impossible 
to state with any certainty h o w m a n y Fulani came to present-day Northern 
Nigeria during this period, but they do not appear to have been very 
numerous; the places in Hausaland where the Fulani were found at this 
time included central Kano , northern Katsina and the Rima valley (parts 
of Zamfara and Kebbi). T h e Musl im clerics lived mostly in Hausa urban 
centres, where their presence contributed significantly to the strengthen­
ing of Islam, particularly in K a n o and Katsina states. 

T h e Tuareg entered Hausaland through Azbin in the late fourteenth 
century, when they began to clash with the Hausa people of Gobir. It 
has already been noted that they had later dislodged the Hausa ruler of 
Gobir from the Azbin area and had established their sultanate in Agades 
in 1495.79 As pastoralists, the Tuareg were not greatly interested in terri­
torial occupation and settlement; their main concern lay in exchanging 
their products for agricultural commodities arid also in engaging in raids 
on settled communities to the south of Azbin. However, some groups of 
Tuareg immigrants continued to penetrate into Hausaland in search of 
grazing, but it was only at a later period that this immigration became 
more intensive. 

Movements of people from the Bornu area to Hausaland probably repres­
ented a very long-standing process, but it is only from the fifteenth century 
that documentary evidence exists for these.80 Apart from the refugee aristo­
crats from Bornu, referred to in the Kano Chronicle, m a n y more people, 
especially merchants and scholars, continued to come to Hausaland.8 ' They 
settled in all parts of the country, but chiefly in K a n o , Katsina and Zaria;82 

however, the immigration before 1600 was admittedly far less dense than 
in later periods. There is no evidence of craftsmen among the early im­
migrants of Bornu, but that possibility cannot be ruled out. 

Another wave of immigrants into Hausaland was that of the Wangarawa/ 
Dioula. As their arrival is closely linked with the problem of the introduction 
of Islam into the area and its dating is still open to question, it will be 
discussed in a later section. T h e first wave - whether it, came in the 
fourteenth or the fifteenth century - was followed by subsequent groups 
of Wangarawa, particularly of merchants. S o m e of these settled at Yandoto 

78. Palmer, 1928, Vol. 3, p. in. 
79. J. O . H u n wick, 1971b, pp. 218-22. 
80. Adamu, 1979. 
81. Palmer, 1928, Vol. 3, p. 109. 
82. Usman, 1972, and Last, in A d a m u (forthcoming, b). 
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and Kuyambana in Katsina Leka, others in the urban centres of Zazzau, 
and many , of course, in K a n o . 8 3 T h e Wangarawa w h o came to the central 
Sudan soon became absorbed into the Hausa social system, even though 
they did not lose control of their economic activities and for some time 
formed a special social group.84 

Another group of immigrants from the west were the Songhay fishermen, 
w h o entered the lower R ima valley and settled there to engage in their 
traditional occupation. At the time they arrived they possessed a higher 
degree of technology as regards fishing gear and methods;85 they also 
practised some agriculture. Like other foreign groups, they eventually shed 
all traces of their Songhay culture and became Hausa, thereby creating 
what might be termed the western marches of Hausaland (see Fig. n. i ) . 

T h e last category of immigrants to be considered are the Arab and Berber 
merchants and scholars w h o came from North Africa and the Timbuktu 
area. They began to enter Hausaland in the second half of the fifteenth 
century, at about the same time as the Fulani; Kano and Katsina were 
again the main areas of intake. Kano in particular became a pole of attraction 
for Muslim scholars from distant regions. This influx was connected both 
with the growing prosperity of the Hausa states and with the adoption 
of the Islamic religion by further groups and strata of the urban popula­
tion. 

Emigration 

While Hausaland was receiving immigrants from different directions, the 
territory was also losing people, on no mean scale. T h e majority of the 
emigrants moved southwards and westwards.86 The movement of people 
from Hausaland into the territories lying immediately to the south seems 
to have been a very prolonged process, but no records of it have survived. 
T h e first recorded instances of the Hausa moving southwards in large 
numbers relate to military campaigns mounted by the rulers of K a n o , 
Katsina and Zaria. In the course of the fourteenth century, the non-Hausa 
peoples in present-day Bauchi and Gongola, such as the K u d a w a , Warjawa 
and Kwararafa/Jukun, were attacked by the armies of those Hausa states. 
During the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the campaigns were not only 
stepped up in intensity but became more diversified.87 T h e territories 
raided included the plateau highlands, the area now known as southern 

83. U s m a n , 1979b; Last, in A d a m u (forthcoming, b). 
84. T h e most noticeable aspect of this social adaptation was the dropping of the use 

of nisbas or clan names while in Hausaland. That is w h y names such as Kamara, Cisse, 
Traore or.Watara were never current in Hausa territory. Hausa became the only language 
of communication used by the Wangarawa, at least in public. 

85. See Alkali, op. cit., p. 49. But A . Augie, in his doctoral dissertation on the history of the 
Rima basin before the Sokoto djihâd of 1804, disagrees (no further details available). 

86. A detailed discussion of these movements is to be found in A d a m u , 1978, chs. 3 and 5-7. 
87. ibid., pp. 24-5. 
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Zaria, and the Yawuri area. S o m e of these campaigns involved sieges and 
other prolonged stays for mopping-up operations. T h e Kano Chronicle 
records that m a n y non-military Hausa people left their homes and followed 
the armies; they bought and sold goods and also provided paid services 
for the soldiers.88 Since m a n y of these people never returned to Hausaland, 
the military campaigns contributed to the emigration and spread of the 
Hausa outside their original homeland. 

Other categories of emigrants included traders and Musl im clerics. This 
was how the people from the Kuyambana area of southern Katsina 
established Hausa rule in Yawuri in the second half of the fourteenth 
century.89 Bornu, too, received some Hausa migrants from K a n o in the 
early fifteenth century according to the Kano Chronicle.90 Although such 
Hausa movements started during this period, it was only after the sixteenth 
century that they became a more spectacular Hausa diaspora in various 
parts of West Africa. 

The spread of Islam 

T h e initial introduction of the Islamic religion into Hausaland is still the 
subject of scholarly controversy. M a n y authors have uncritically accepted 
the statement of the Kano Chronicle that Islam was first introduced into 
the area in the middle of the fourteenth century by the Wangarawa, w h o 
came from Mali during the reign of Sarkin K a n o Yaji (1349-85). Although 
this is the first recorded mention of Islam in Hausa written sources, it 
is more than likely that Islam entered Hausaland at a m u c h earlier date. 
In the first place, Islam had already existed in K a n e m - B o r n u since the 
eleventh century;91 it is also an established fact that the Hausa were in 
continuous contact with that state long before the fourteenth century.92 

It would be more than surprising, therefore, if that religion had failed 
to reach Hausaland during the long period preceding the fourteenth 
century. Islamic influences from K a n e m - B o r n u were present in K a n o from 
an early period, judging by the linguistic evidence. M a n y Arab words con­
nected with religion were introduced into Hausa through the intermediary 
of Kanuri, which indicates that Islam penetrated Hausaland from the east 
earlier than it did from the west.93 

Second, oral traditions recently collected at K a n o indicate that Islam 
existed in the city of Kano long before the first arrival of the Wangarawa. 9 4 

Third, the trade route from Fezzän to Gao , which existed from the ninth 
century onwards, went through Gobir territory, where Marandet had grown 

88. Palmer, 1928, Vol. 3, p. n o . 
89. Cf. A d a m u , 1979. 
90. Palmer, 1928, Vol. 3, p. 108. 
91. H . F. C . (Abdullahi) Smith, 1976, pp. 165-6 (no further details available). 
92. Adamu , 1979. 
93. Greenberg, i960. 
94. J. Paden, 1973, pp. 48 ff. 
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up as a major commercial centre, and the influence of North African Musl im 
merchants can accordingly be expected to have led to the introduction 
of Islam into Gobir well before the fourteenth century. Fourth (although 
this is admittedly not a strong argument), allowance has to be m a d e for 
the fact that, even before Yaji's time, there were m a n y people in K a n o 
w h o bore Islamic names such as D a u d (a Bagauda variant), Maidawaki, 
Abdujjâhï, Zakar, Salmata or U s m a n . 9 5 

A recently discovered and published Arabic document, the Wangarawa 
Chronicle {Asl al-Wangariyïn), dated 1650-1, does not shed any new light 
on the question of the first introduction of Islam into Hausaland, in spite 
of the expectations it aroused initially. This document describes in detail 
the arrival of the Wangarawa Muslims in Kano during the reign of Sarkin 
K a n o Rumfa (c. 1463-99) and makes it contemporary with the arrival of 
the famous al-Maghîlï. This has led A . al-Hajj M b a y e to the con­
clusion that it was at the end of the fifteenth century that this Wangarawa 
Islamizing mission reached K a n o and that the fourteenth-century dating 
given in the Kano Chronicle is to be rejected.96 But it is quite clear that 
the Wangarawa Chronicle, by situating them both in Rumfa's time, c o m ­
bined two events which were, in reality, more than a century apart.97 

As the Asl al-Wangariyin went through several revisions and contains 
a number of internal inconsistencies, its contents cannot be accepted un ­
critically.98 Preference therefore has to be given to the indications of the 
Kano Chronicle's dating of the arrival of the Wangarawa in the fourteenth 
century. Regardless of which date is correct, however, it is obvious that 
Islam was introduced into Hausaland m u c h earlier, either by way of Air 
and Gobir or, more probably, via K a n e m - B o m u . A n d it cannot be ruled 
out that Muslim traders from the west (Mali and Songhay) were actively 
spreading Islam among the Hausa traders and some of the ruling élite 
in Hausaland before the arrival of the Wangarawa, w h o were immigrant 
Musl im scholars and missionaries and w h o later helped to establish a 
stronger and more widespread Islamic tradition. 

O n the other hand, although Islam was widely known in Hausaland 
before the fourteenth century, it evidently remained largely a religion of 
expatriate traders, small groups of local merchants and the ruling élite; 
for the most part, the masses continued to practise their traditional religion. 
Nevertheless, in the fifteenth century a strong Islamic tradition appears 
to have been established, especially in Kano and Katsina. This trend was 
strengthened not only by the Wangara scholars, but also by Muslim Fulani 
clerics, w h o brought with them new books on theology and law. 

It is precisely from this time that w e have accounts by m a n y Musl im 
scholars from outside the region w h o were active in Hausaland. T h e best-

95. See Kano Chronicle, in Palmer, 1928, Vol. 3, p. 99-100 and 103-4. 
96. A . al-Hajj Mbaye , 1968, pp. 7-16. 
97. Cf. Fisher, 1977, p. 296. 
98. Cf. E . Sa'ad, 1979, pp. 52-6. 
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known and most significant of these is undoubtedly al-Maghïlï, w h o came 
from Tuat in the Sahara." Celebrated for his earlier career in the Maghrib 
as a scholar, controversialist and persecutor of Jews, he travelled in the 
1490s to visit Agades, Takedda, Kano , Katsina and Gao. His role in 
Hausaland was of considerable importance, although in Katsina his work 
is remembered only in vague outline and accounts of it are rather con­
tradictory. According to some reports, al-Maghïlï himself converted the 
sarki there;100 other sources indicate that the commoners responded to 
al-Maghïlfs preaching of Islam more readily than the ruling class. O n e 
of al-MaghuTs pupils, M u h a m m a d al-Tazakhtï (d. 1529/30), a Timbuktu 
scholar, later became kädtzt Katsina after going on the pilgrimage to Mecca. 

In Kano, al-Maghïlï wrote an essay on 'The Obligations of Princes', 
apparently to guide Sarkin Kano M u h a m m a d Rumfa in his administration 
as a Muslim ruler.101 Shortly before his visit to Kano in 1491-2, al-
Maghîlï had engaged in a correspondence with the sarki, in which he set 
out his own concepts of an ideal government.102 It is difficult to determine 
to what degree M u h a m m a d Rumfa followed al-MaghuTs advice and ex­
hortations, since the evidence is conflicting. S o m e of the 'innovations' 
mentioned in the Kano Chronicle seem to correspond to Islamic principles 
as preached by al-Maghïlï, whereas others run counter to them.1 0 3 T h e 
Hausa Chronicle accuses Rumfa of 'dishonest ways', including his turning 
away from Islam and his introduction of customs that were explicitly 
forbidden by Islamic law.104 

A m o n g other leading figures w h o played a role in strengthening the 
Islamic tradition and way of life in Kano, mention should be made of 
A h m a d ibn ' U m a r Akït of Timbuktu - ancestor of the famous A h m a d 
Bäbä - who visited Kano and taught there c. 1487. At some time between 
1504 and 1518-19, 'Abd al-Rahmän Sukkayn from Morocco, a pupil of 
the historian Ibn Ghâzï, arrived from Egypt to teach in Kano, and his 
colleague, Makhlüf al-Balbalï (died after 1534), was also active in education 
in K a n o and Katsina. As Hunwick has put it: 'The teaching activities 
of these scholars seem to mark the emergence of K a n o as a Muslim city; 
its "conversion" is symbolised by the cutting down of the sacred tree, an 
event which both the Kano Chronicle and Wangara sources attribute to 
the reign of M u h a m m a d Rumfa (i466-99).'I0s 

99. M u h a m m a d ibn 'Abd al-Karïm al-Maghïlï, on w h o m see A . A . Batran, 1973, pp. 
381-94. 

100. M u h a m m a d Korau, probably a contemporary of Rumfa of Kano, is reported to 
have been the first Muslim ruler of the state. Owing to the uncertainties of Katsina 
chronology, it is not known who was its ruler at the time of al-Maghïirs visit. See 
H . F . C . Smith, 1961, p. 7. 

101. English translation by T . H . Baldwin, 1932. 
102. See the English translation by H . R . Palmer, 1913-14. 
103. Cf. pp. 272-3 above. 
104. Hausa Chronicle, English transi. R . S. Rattray, 1913, Vol. I, pp. 10-16. 
105. Hunwick, 1971b, pp. 216 ff. 
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At the same time, Islam also found its way to other Hausa states. In 
Zaria, the late fifteenth-century sarki M u h a m m a d Rabo is traditionally 
regarded as having been the first Musl im ruler;106 in Kebbi the first sarkin 
kebbi, M u h a m m a d Kanta (c. 1516-54), and some of his chiefs are believed 
to have accepted Islam. This is quite probable for, as a former military 
leader under the pious Askiya M u h a m m a d , Kanta must have been exposed 
to Islamic influence. M a n y of his successors bore Muslim names, so that 
at least a very thin Islamic veneer remained, although the majority of 
K e b b a w a continued to practise their traditional religion for a long time 
to come. As for the other parts of Hausaland, our information about 
Islamization at this period is rather meagre. In Yawuri, w e can only sur­
mise the existence of small groups of Muslims before 1600, since kola-nut 
traders stopped there on their journey between Bornu and Gonja, and 
Musl im traders are known to have spread Islam along their trade routes 
and founded small colonies at the more important places.107 

In general, Islamization during this period was chiefly confined to the 
ruling élite and to trader groups, and it was only in cities and larger centres 
that Islam had m u c h impact. Even so, most of the so-called Musl ims were 
only half-hearted in their allegiance to Islam and still believed in other 
gods, w h o m they invoked in their shrines at sacred rocks and trees. 

Islam can be said to have been incorporated into the African religious 
scheme of things and was not regarded as a strange religion or one in­
compatible with the Hausa religious outlook. M o r e important, Musl im 
society at this time did not claim exclusivity for its religious ideology and 
was prepared to accommodate without objection many features of tradi­
tional beliefs or customs. This was probably the general attitude of the 
majority of local converts and their descendants. At one extreme an élite 
group of expatriate scholars and their pupils attempted to observe Islamic 
law and customs more strictly; at the other, the rural population adhered 
to the traditional religion, magic and witchcraft for a very long time. N o 
opposition to the new religion seems to have existed, at least so long as 
the Musl im clerics did not demand changes in some of the old patterns 
of social and cultural life. 

In the political sphere, Islam contributed to the process of centraliza­
tion in various Hausa states by weakening the traditional political structure 
based on the control of important places of worship. Before the rise of 
centralized states, political control in the small chieftaincies was closely 
bound up with the religious performance of the chiefs. T h e Kano Chronicle 
- written from the Musl im point of view - is full of accounts of the opposi­
tion of local chiefs, w h o are depicted as 'unbelievers', to the centralizing 
attempts of the K a n o rulers, w h o are regarded as true Muslims. T h e con­
quest of these chieftaincies was followed by the deliberate large-scale 

106. H . F . C . Smith, 1971, pp. 196-8. 
107. S. A . Balogun, 1980, p. 216. 
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destruction of the important ancient places of worship, so that the chiefs 
were deprived of their main source of power. In Kano , Santolo was the 
last of such ancient sites to be destroyed, during the reign of Yaji (1349-85). 

Another effect of the spread of Islam was the influx of scholars and 
clerics from various parts of Africa. This occasioned the spread in Hausa-
land of n e w political, social and cultural ideas and the growth of literacy, 
defined as the ability to read and write in the Arabic language, and later 
also in Hausa, using the Arabic script (the ajami system).108 In turn, this 
helped improve the state administration, as well as various commercial 
practices and operations. Last, but not least, the introduction and spread 
of Islam linked Hausaland more closely to a large and developed cultural 
area. < 

Political and administrative organization 
In spite of some regional differences, Hausa political organization, both 
in its formative stages and in its subsequent development, followed a similar 
pattern everywhere, based on a c o m m o n socio-economic and cultural 
identity, as expressed in the c o m m o n language. At the same time, the 
administrative system which had emerged in the Hausa states since the 
fourteenth century bore witness to the marked influence of K a n e m - B o r n u , 
from where m a n y institutions and functions were borrowed, sometimes 
even with their Kanur i /Kanembu names. In point of fact, Bornu long 
served as a model of superior civilization and culture, and its influence 
was steadily strengthened by immigration from the Lake Chad area. 

It is interesting to note that, in spite of m a n y campaigns and incursions 
by the rulers of Bornu and the tribute paid by the Hausa states, the Hausa 
never looked upon Bornu as an enemy - in contrast to Songhay, Kebbi 
or Kwararafa - and they appear to have tacitly acknowledged its predomin­
ance as being in the natural order of things. O n the other hand, the political 
and administrative structure, at all but the highest level, was original and 
grew out of local circumstances. 

Throughout the country, small rural communities {kauyuka, sing, kauye) 
were composed of groups of families (gidaje, sing, gida) under the authority 
of a chief (maigari). These communities consisted, in fact, of farming 
hamlets that were generally quite small and in some cases of a shifting 
nature. At the next level came the villages {garuruwa, sing, gari), which 
were larger and permanent. At their head they had a sarkin gari or magajin 
gari (village chief), w h o m a y on occasion have had district leaders (masu-
unguwa, sing, mai-unguwa) under him. At the apex of the structure stood 
the birni (plural birane), the district capital, which was ruled not by a sarkin 
birni (the expression does not exist in Hausa), but a sarkin kasa or chief 

108. However, it should be noted that no Hausa ajami manuscript written before 1600 
has yet been discovered. 
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of the 'country', whose authority naturally extended over all the lower-level 
chiefs. 

Several factors seem to have played a decisive role in the development 
of birane as seats of a n e w form of political power. These were, first, the 
very wide variety of farming and craft resources in Hausaland; second, 
the expansion of long-distance trade, especially after the fifteenth century; 
and finally, the existence of city walls, which afforded protection for the 
people and fields in the city-states and into whose shelter the neighbour­
ing rural population fled in time of war. T h e birane were also noteworthy 
for the cosmopolitan character of their population as a result of trade, 
and for the slow pace at which they appear to have been established.109 

At the head of the country, the sarki or king was absolute. In theory, 
at least, his physical person was sacred, since the fortunes of the kingdom 
were linked to his o w n . A s a rule, he was chosen from among the members 
of the ruling lineage; although father-son succession was c o m m o n , it is 
noteworthy that the Kano Chronicle indicates the n a m e of each ruler's 
mother, which m a y point to surviving vestiges of a matrilineal system. 
T h e sarki shared power with high officials, w h o belonged partly to his 
o w n lineage and partly to leading lineages of the old regime n o w trans­
ferred into a hereditary aristocracy. A m o n g this élite, some were members 
of the council of state appointed by the monarch. In Gobir, this council 
was called tara ta Gobir (or tarar Gobir) 'the nine of Gobir' and when 
the king died any candidate for the succession had to accept their de­
cisions.110 Similarly, as mentioned above, the K a n o council bore the 
n a m e oî tara ta Kano, 'the K a n o nine'. These councils are reminiscent 
of the council of twelve in the old Sefuwa empire of K a n e m - B o r n u . 1 1 1 

As already observed, Sarkin K a n o R u m f a was the first to appoint slaves, 
and even eunuchs, to important offices of state, placing them in control 
of the treasury, the town and palace guards, and communications with 
free office-holders; they also performed various household functions, such 
as control of the harem. ' ' 2 Foremost in importance a m o n g the state officials 
was the galadima, a kind of prime minister or grand vizier in w h o m the 
conduct of all affairs of state was vested.113 This office was sometimes 
occupied by the heir apparent and, in very m a n y instances, the sarki became 
only a puppet in the hands of a powerful galadima. Under the latter were 
a host of officials and dignitaries, each of w h o m took charge of a specific 
locality or territorial unit, ranging from an entire province to a group of 
villages. 

109. Cf. H . F. C . Smith, 1971, pp. 187-91; according to tradition, it took no less than 
200 years for the city-state of Kano to become really established, 

n o . Nicolas, op. cit., p. 207. 
m . Cf. Temple, op. cit., p. 467; Y . Urvoy, 1949, pp. 37-42. 
112. See Kano Chronicle, in Palmer, 1928, Vol. 3, p. 112. 
113. The title was borrowed from Bornu, but there it designated the governor of the 

western provinces, that is, those nearest to Hausaland. 
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It is impossible to reconstruct the precise process by which the H a u s a 
administrative system developed, owing to lack of evidence. F r o m about 
1350 onwards, as pointed out by M . G . Smith, m a n y factors, including 
Islam, and especially slaves - their capture, their role as tribute paid and 
as exports, their settlements and their appointment as officials, eunuchs 
and concubines - played a decisive role in the development of centralized 
and sometimes dictatorial governments . 1 1 4 T h e appointment of slaves to 
high office could be interpreted as a further step taken to weaken the 
position of leading lineages and to give the ruler m o r e absolute power . 
S o m e of R u m f a ' s 'innovations' - the seizure of w o m e n and property 
or the right to mobilize subjects for forced labour - illustrate the increase 
in royal prerogatives, and at the s a m e time point to far-reaching changes 
in the social structure. 

Economic development 
T h e potentialities for economic development in Hausaland can be s u m ­
marized thus. First, the region had rich and fairly well distributed deposits 
of iron ore. This is indicated not only by the Kano Chronicle as far as 
K a n o itself was concerned, but also by archaeological research in other 
areas. ' '5 Almost all these deposits were located very close to w o o d e d areas, 
where firewood and charcoal were produced in large quantities for smelt­
ing the ore, and they were all being worked during the period in question. 
T h e iron of Dalla Hill was certainly an important element in attracting 
the settlement of the area which was to b e c o m e K a n o . 

Secondly, almost the entire territory of Hausaland was endowed with 
rich and fertile soils. Early sources such as Ibn Battüta and L e o Africanus, 
w h o skirted the fringes of Hausaland, and all subsequent studies emphasize 
that agriculture was the most important economic activity throughout the 
H a u s a states. 

Thirdly, although there are no statistical data available for the popula­
tion density of Hausaland, to judge from the numerous villages and towns 
in the various Hausa states, there are grounds for thinking that the country 
was not sparsely populated. Population distribution w a s evenly balanced, 
in the sense that the states were not all crowded together in one part 
of Hausaland. 

A fourth factor was the geographical location of Hausaland, which lay 
between the Sahel and the Sahara to the north and the savannah and tropical 
forest to the south, and thus had the advantage of being an intermediary 
in the exchange of products between these areas. A s a result of these factors, 
Hausaland was able to embark on the development of crafts and long-

114. M . G . Smith, 1964a and 1964b. 
115. For iron-working in Zazzau, see J. E . G . Sutton 1976 and 1979. For Gobir, see 

D . Grebenart, forthcoming. 
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distance trade quite early. However, more research is needed to reconstruct 
the economic history of Hausaland since the beginning of the present 
millennium. 

Despite the general impression that the Hausa people were over­
whelmingly engaged in trade, every Hausa was primarily a farmer, and 
agriculture was essential to the economic life of the region. Land belonged 
to the community - hamlet, village or town - whose chief supervised its 
use. Land was never sold and those w h o cultivated it enjoyed the usufruct. 
O n the authority of the communa l chief, people from outside the community 
could acquire and work land. Later, with growing feudalization, the sarki 
had the possibility and right to assign land to anyone, whether autochthonous 
or foreign. T h e farmers (talakawa, sing, talaka) were directed in their 
agricultural activities by a leader - sarkin poma (chief of crops) - w h o 
was responsible for closely watching for the onset of the rainy season and 
for making appropriate sacrifices to local gods in order to ensure a good 
harvest. 

In the course of time, three kinds of farms developed in Hausaland: 
gandum sarkin, the king's field, characterized by its large size; gandum gide, 
the family field, generally known as gotta, the generic n a m e for any field; 
and lastly gay auna or gayamma, the individual field.116 Slave labour played 
a major role on the gandum sarkin as well as on the large estates of the 
state dignitaries. Under the reign of Sarkin K a n o 'Abdullah Burja (1438-
52), thousands of slaves lived in Kano and its environs and certainly 
a very high proportion of them were employed in agriculture. His galadima 
is said to have founded twenty-one towns, in each of which he settled 
1000 slaves. Although no hint is given as to their occupation in the Kano 
Chronicle, w e can surmise that they were assigned to farming the newly 
conquered land. 

M a n y crops were grown in Hausaland, including various strains of millet 
(Pennisetum typhoideum), sorghum, fonio, rice (particularly in Kebbi and 
the western districts) and other food crops. O f special importance was 
the cultivation of commercial crops, chiefly cotton and indigo, especially 
in the state of K a n o . I l 7 

After agriculture, handicrafts occupied an important place in the Hausa 
economy well before the fourteenth century. A comparatively high level 
of output had been attained through the division of labour and specializa­
tion. T h e leading place was occupied by textile production, and cotton 
cloth was manufactured from a very early date. All stages in the m a n u ­
facturing process - ginning, carding, spinning, dyeing and weaving - were 
performed locally. T h e leather workers and shoemakers of Hausaland made 
a wide range of articles, including a variety of bags, footwear, saddles and 

116. In time, the word gayamma came to be applied only to a field given to a w o m a n , 
who cultivated it and disposed of the fruit of her labours as she wished. 

117. 'In that province [Kano], many kinds of corn and rice and also cotton are grown.' 
Translated from the French version of Leo Africanus, loc. cit., p. 476. 
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cushions, which they supplied both to the countries of the Sudan and 
to markets in North Africa.118 

Metal-working was a long-established craft and blacksmiths were 
especially important figures. Cast iron was obtained by melting large 
amounts of ferruginous gravel in furnaces which the Hausa called marmara. 
F r o m this raw material the smiths - those in K a n o being particularly 
renowned - manufactured all the implements needed by the community, 
such as cooking utensils, farm tools, knives, axes, arrowheads, spears and 
so on. Pottery was also a widely practised craft and provided most 
of the receptacles needed for preserving liquids and grain. 

Most of the craft occupations were governed by guilds, each of which 
had a leader appointed by the king, occasionally on the nomination of 
the guild members , whose basic task was to collect the various taxes levied 
on the craftsmen. They also exercised control over admission into the guild, 
production methods, standards of workmanship and prices. 

T h e preferred venue for commerce among the Hausa was the market 
fair (kasuwa) and, as trade became one of the most important activities 
of the urban population, it also fulfilled other roles, as 'a high-point of 
social life, a meeting place and rendezvous where one finds relatives and 
friends, where one makes contact with foreigners'. ' ' 9 T h e person in charge 
of the market was known as the sarkin kasuwa, w h o with his assistants 
kept order in all the markets, settled disputes between merchants and 
buyers, and also collected taxes, either in money or in kind on behalf 
of the king. 

F r o m a very early date, the merchant class was divided into various 
categories. T h e Hausa drew a distinction between the market or local 
trade, called ciniki, which involved the products of agriculture and small-
scale crafts and was conducted chiefly by the producers themselves, and 
fatauci or wholesale trade. This was in the hands of professional merchants 
called fatake (sing, farke or falke), w h o were engaged in long-distance 
commerce. M i d w a y between the two were the yan koli (sing, dan kolt), 
w h o went from one market to another buying and selling cheap goods 
or retailing those imported by the fatake. T h e ciniki was in the hands 
of the so-called yan kamwa (sing, dan kasuwa) w h o were basically con­
fined to their h o m e towns. Within these general categories, there were 
other specialists such as meat dealers and grain dealers. 

A special function in all Hausa markets was that of the broker (dillali, 
plur. dillalai) w h o knew the prices prevailing in each market in the region, 
could predict the fluctuations of supply, demand and prices, and engaged 
in speculation on the basis of that knowledge. H e was paid a percentage 
on the sale price for his services. 

118. Leo Africanus said of Gobir: 'There are among them those who make shoes like 
those formerly worn by the Romans. These shoes are exported to Timbuktu and Gao. ' 
Translated from the French version, ibid., pp. 477 ff. 

119. Adamu, 1979, p. 1. 
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Although the market-place played an important role, business was often 
conducted outside it; for example, the craftsmen's workshops were in their 
homes, to which customers came to buy. O n the other hand, merchandise, 
largely imported, was brought to the homes of the upper classes or to 
the royal court, since such persons were precluded by their rank from 
appearing in the market-place. Another feature of the Hausa commercial 
system was the role of w o m e n , whether married or single, w h o ran food 
shops near the markets or sold cotton cloth. 

Little information is available about the currency used in these com­
mercial activities and it can be surmised that, in the period in question, 
barter predominated in regional exchanges. T h e principal currencies were 
bands of cotton cloth (known as sawaye in Hausa), salt and slaves. As 
for cowrie shells (in Hausa farin kudi, or white money) , the date of their 
introduction into Hausaland is unknown; to the west, in Mali and Songhay, 
cowries were in circulation from an early date, but they were introduced 
into Kanem-Bornu only m u c h later, in the nineteenth century. Until 
recently, it was thought that cowries began to circulate in Hausaland in 
the eighteenth century,120 but a recently published sixteenth-century 
source mentions that in Katsina 'they use sea shells, which are very white, 
as money to buy small objects, as is the case among all the blacks, and 
gold is exchanged for its weight in goods brought by the merchants'.121 

Owing to the slower evolution of centralized government in Hausaland, 
the network of long-distance trade reached this area later than its neigh­
bours to the west (Mali and Songhay) and the east (Kanem-Bornu). But, 
once they had the prerequisites, the Hausa people fully exploited the 
opportunities offered by the geographical location of their country. T h e 
Wangarawa were undoubtedly the pioneers of the long-distance trade in 
Hausaland, but their role seems to have been somewhat exaggerated by 
some authors.122 In point of fact, the North Africans, the Tuareg, the 
Kanuri and others also participated in this trade. F r o m the fifteenth century, 
which appears to have seen the beginning of the transformation of the 
Hausa economy, the Hausa people launched out into commerce and took 
over certain routes, especially those leading to the south.123 T h e emergence 
of K a n o and Katsina as important but rival cities is closely connected 
with the rise of long-distance trade and the increasing participation of 
Hausa merchants in it. Hausa trade radiated outwards in several directions, 
taking advantage of geographical location and of the variety of products 
needed in the different countries. A s a rule, the mainstream trade followed 
the north-south axis of earlier times, whereas its lateral spread was the 
work of later centuries. 

120. M . Johnson, 1970, p. 33-
121. D . Lange and S. Berthoud, 1972, p. 335. 
122. For example, see P. E . Lovejoy, 1978. 
123. The possibility cannot be ruled out that further research will reveal the existence 

of Hausa trade routes to the east. 
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T h e main commodities in Hausa trade can be classified according to 
their places of origin, as follows. 

(i) Local products of Hausaland included cotton cloth, hides and 
leather, agricultural products (mainly millet) for the oases of 
the Sahara, m u s k from the civet cat, ostrich feathers and pro­
bably g u m . 

(2) Products of North Africa, and partly of Europe, included metal-
ware, arms, horses, beads, glassware and some luxury cloth. 

(3) Mineral products of the Sahara included tin bars from the 
Takedda (Azelik) mines, but principally salt and natron from 
Bilma and other salt-mines in the Sahara. T h e main centres 
of the salt trade were Agades and Gobir .1 2 4 

(4) (a) Slaves were primarily imported from the regions to the 
south of Hausaland and were either victims of raids or paid 
as tribute from neighbouring countries. T h e y fulfilled 
various roles, being used as currency and goods, as domestic 
servants, soldiers and guards, and in agriculture and craft 
work. S o m e of them were retained in Hausaland; others 
were sold for export to other parts of Africa, mainly the 
Maghr ib . 1 2 5 

(b) T h e second main commodity exported from the south was 
kola nuts. T h e main centre of kola production was Gonja/ 
Gwanja, in present-day northern Ghana . T h e main trade 
route to Gonja from Hausaland passed through Zaria and 
Borgu. 

N o information as to h o w long-distance trade was actually organized 
has come d o w n to us from this period. In the present state of our knowledge 
all that can be said is that North African merchants occupied a pre­
ponderant place in trans-Saharan trade, whereas the southern - and part 
of the east-west - trade was in the hands of the Hausa merchants. A 
more important consideration appears to be the fact that some Hausa cities, 
especially K a n o and Katsina, served as entrepôt centres for trade flows 
between north and south, in that they were termini of the trans-Saharan 
route. T h e ruling class of the Hausa states plainly took advantage of this 
burgeoning trade to enrich itself, and its prosperity is reflected in the 
opulence of the courts from the fifteenth century onwards. It was also 
as a result of this prosperity that M u h a m m a d R u m f a was able to under­
take an extensive building programme and introduce a host of administra­
tive, political and religious reforms, as already described. 

124. T h e Hausa vocabulary contains more than fifty words for various kinds of salt, 
which indicates the importance of this commodity in trade and daily life. 

125. T h e Hausa made a distinction between two kinds of slaves: the bayi, who had 
been captured or bought and who had few rights, and the cucenawa, a second generation, 
who occupied a position that was more akin to serfdom than to chattel slavery. O n slavery, 
see A . G . B . Fisher and H . J. Fisher, 1970, passim. 
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B y the end of the sixteenth century, after the fall of the Songhay empire, 
the commercial route to the west became unreliable and relations between 
Songhay and Air petered out. O n the other hand, commercial dealings 
between the north and Hausaland were stepped up, particularly since 
Katsina, the terminus of the trans-Saharan caravans, had become, more 
than ever before, the backbone of the economy of Hausaland and indeed 
of the whole of the central Sudan. 
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The coastal peoples: from 
Casamance to the Ivory 
Coast lagoons 

Y. P E R S O N * 

General features of the region 

T h e term Guinea refers to the western coast of Africa from the mouth of the 
Gambia to the Niger delta. This was the term - synonymous with 
'Ethiopia' or 'the country of the blacks' - commonly used by the first 
Portuguese navigators to write about the area. Upper Guinea c o m ­
prises the countries between the mouth of the River Gambia and the 
B a n d a m a . This coast and its hinterland was outside the area which 
interested the Arab travellers and writers; nevertheless, it is probable that, 
from the time of the empire of G h a n a , there were trade relations between 
the savannah and these forest-covered areas. This is not the dense or 
equatorial forest, but the environment is very different from the savannah. 
O n e characteristic of the region is a population fragmented into a large 
number of ethnic groups. 

With the growing influence of the Mandingo, the vanguard of the 
advancing migrations from the Sudan pushed southwards into the land 
of kola nuts, gold, slaves and salt. Then suddenly, in the fifteenth 
century, the Atlantic seaboard was no longer a backwater, unused except 
for coastal fishing and local trade. Instead, it became a 'second front' of 
contact with Europe, along which the slave trade to the Americas was soon 
to be the dominant activity. F r o m then onwards, the history of upper 
Guinea forms a pattern in which these two historical currents were 
intertwined, although they did not really merge. Between the threads in 
this pattern, the autochthonous peoples endeavoured to lead their lives 
in their o w n way, increasing their efforts to preserve their identity and 
to keep control of their own destiny. 

T h e civilization of the Sudan and the Sahel, one of whose main 
sources was Mandingo, was shaped from the eighth and ninth centuries 
onwards by the autochthonous peasant societies which had to contend with 
the problems of the newly reorganized trans-Saharan trade, following the 
conversion of North Africa to Islam. A network of long-distance trade 
soon covered the entire Sudan region, its best-known agents being the 

•This paper is published posthumously; Professor Person died in December 1982. 
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From the Ivory Coast 
lagoons to the Volta 

P. KIPRE 

The country 

F r o m Cape Palmas the coast curves from west to east in an arc that forms 
the Gulf of Guinea; as w e approach the Equator the vegetation becomes 
more and more dense and the forest takes over. A notable feature is the 
appearance of lagoons along the coast. In fact, the region can be divided 
into three areas: 

east of the estuary at Cape Palmas to the T a n o river - a con­
tinuous chain of twelve lagoons runs parallel to the coast;1 

from the T a n o to the Accra plain - a few hills give the illusion 
of an uneven landscape (Cape Three Points); 
towards the mouth of the Volta - the countryside appears more 
arid and the forest has practically given way to clearings dotted 
with occasional trees. 

T h e region has an equatorial climate with heavy rainfall, averaging 
2000 m m annually. There is a rainy season from March to July, followed 
by two months of dry weather, with a shorter rainy season in October 
and November , and finally a dry season from December to M a r c h . T h e 
atmosphere is always heavy with humidity, even during the dry season. 
T h e influence of the forest hangs heavily over the whole country. 

The problem of sources 

T h e region has begun to interest historians only recently; for a long time, 
attention was focused on the countries of the savannah and the Sahel 
further north, the former seat of empires whose history was full of p o m p 
and ceremony. Muslim travellers and historians w h o visited the Sudan 
between the tenth and the sixteenth centuries did not k n o w the forest 
regions; thus written records are lacking. Archaeology is only n o w begin-

i. The twelve lagoons - Noni, Tadio, Make, Ebrié, Aghien, Kodio-Boué, Ono , Potou, 
Ehi, Hebo, Tagba and Aby - constitute a vast body of water covering 2400 k m 2 . 

•T 

(1) 

(2) 

(3) 































From the Volta to 
Cameroon 

A. F. C. RYDER 

Ecology and language 

Eight hundred years ago the coastal fringe of the region between the Volta 
and Cameroon presented an appearance little different from that which 
one sees today. Further inland, however, the freshwater s w a m p , which 
covers most of the Niger delta, and also the rain-forest belts were far 
less affected by intensive settlement. Tree felling and dry-season burning 
have since converted almost half of the original forest area into derived 
savannah. In T o g o and Benin, where the original forest was less exten­
sive than in Nigeria, annual burning of the vegetation cover has virtually 
destroyed the primary forest. East of the Niger, cultivation has obliterated 
hundreds of square kilometres of the original rain forest and replaced it 
by oil-palm bush (see Fig. 14.1). 

T h e labour of clearing the primary forest began when peoples of 
Negro stock first settled in the region thousands of years ago. It was m u c h 
accelerated by the diffusion of iron-working techniques, which aided the 
transition from a hunting and gathering economy to one based on agricul­
ture. B y the fifth century of the Christian era the use of iron had pene­
trated to almost all parts of the forest and the density of settlement was 
thereby m u c h increased. Such traditions are particularly strong a m o n g 
the Yoruba - historically perhaps the most significant group of the whole 
area - and yet dialect analysis of their language suggests that the direc­
tion of their expansion has been from the forest into the savannah. There 
is obviously a contradiction between linguistic analysis and historical tradi­
tion. It has been proposed that this contradiction could be explained by 
the movement of secondary populations from the forest to the savannah 
and vice versa. 

Three main groups of Yoruba dialects have been identified.1 T h e two 
believed to exhibit the characteristics of greatest antiquity, and hence of 
older settlement, are the central group (comprising the Ife, Ilesha and 

T 

J 

1. A . Adetugbo, 1973. 

































































Egypt and the Muslim 
world 

J. C. GARCIN 

T o the superficial observer, the time span falling between the end of the 
twelfth and the beginning of the sixteenth century m a y appear to be the 
least 'African' in Egyptian history. T h e regime established in Cairo in 
+1171 took over the reins from the Fatimid caliphate, which had originated 
in the Maghrib and found its definitive axis of power in the Nile valley. 
T h e country then became the main source of strength of an empire — first 
Ayyubid, then M a m l u k - spreading as far as the Euphrates and the passes 
of the Anatolian Taurus and conducting its chief enterprises outside Africa; 
at other times even the status of a province merged in an A m m a y a d , Abbasid 
or Ottoman complex seemed to cut Egypt off from the African continent 
less completely. All this m a y be true, but this period in which the pre­
dominance of Egyptian power was asserting itself in the Middle East was 
also a time during which the routes across the Sahara were bringing the 
princes of K a n e m , Mali and Songhay to Cairo on their way to the Muslim 
holy places of the Hidjaz, while Egyptian merchants were taking the same 
routes to the centre of Africa. 

There is no doubt that these particular centuries of Egypt's history were 
those which counted in the evolution of a great part of Africa, that part 
which was to fall under the sway of Islam. Within Ayyubid and M a m l u k 
Egypt, Sunni Islam took its final form, and from it most African Muslims 
drew in various degrees their principles of conduct and their framework 
of thought. Nor is the ancient Islamic heart of the Maghrib less indebted 
to this Egyptian period, for the disappearance of the ShFite caliphate from 
the Nile valley in some ways brought closer together the Maghrib and 
the Muslim East - the traditional fount of culture and religion - thus 
contributing to the uniform aspect of Islam in Africa. Ofthat Islam, Cairo 
was the major school. All the political and cultural developments arising 
thereafter on the banks of the Nile were of concern to m u c h of Africa: 
Ethiopia and the central and western Sudan. 























































Nubia from the late 12th 
century to the Funj 
conquest in the early 15th 
century 

L. KROPÁCEK 

Decline and disappearance of the Christian Nubian states 
In world history w e can find few instances of a bilateral international 
arrangement maintained for as long as the bakt, which for six centuries 
was taken as a legal basis for peaceful relations between Muslim Egypt 
and Christian Nubia.1 Despite occasional small-scale raids and counter-
raids the truce was observed, and reciprocal obligations including con­
ventional supplies were fulfilled in a way that, in principle, did not leave 
doubts about the validity of the agreement. With all modifications and 
temporary withholdings, the bakt was a convenient formula for economic 
interdependence. 

Under the Fatimids, Egyptian-Nubian relations seem to have best 
realized the much-sought pattern of neighbourliness and some co-opera­
tion. It served the needs of the Fatimid - slaves for the army and a peaceful 
southern border - as well as those of Nubia, which attained the height 
of its political power and cultural achievements. T h e period of the 
Ayyubids (1171-1250) and the M a m l u k s (1250-1517) in Egypt, which 
corresponds to the span of our interest in this chapter, was characterized 
- in comparison with that of their predecessors - by a progressive deteriora­
tion of relations with Nubia. Eventually the northern factor, in a compre­
hensive sense, proved decisive in Nubia's eclipse. T w o interconnected 
processes m a y be discerned: on the one hand, the direct pressure of the 
Egyptian rulers on the weakening Nubian power and, on the other hand, 
the increasing penetration of Arab nomadic groups and their destructive 
effect on the Nubian social fabric. 

O u r knowledge of the political history of Christian Nubia is almost en­
tirely derived from the written Arabic sources of Egyptian provenance.2 

Local records of late Christian times are scarce and not very relevant. 
T h e significance of the archaeological evidence has, however, been en­
hanced in the 1960s by the salvage programmes necessitated by the con-

1. For legal aspects of the bakt, see Encyclopaedia of Islam, n e w edn, Vol. i, p. 966. 
2. Virtually all available Arabic sources have been reliably explored and analysed in 

Y . F . Hasan, 1967. 
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T h e Horn of Africa: the 
Solomonids in Ethiopia and 
the states of the Horn of 
Africa 

T. TAMRAT 

T h e political geography of the Horn 

T h e political geography of the H o r n of Africa had become extremely c o m ­
plex by the last quarter of the thirteenth century. T h e most widely 
known state in the area was the Christian kingdom in the northern 
highlands of Ethiopia, which had just passed from the hands of the Zagwe 
to those of the Solomonid dynasty in 1270. T h e borders of this kingdom 
at that time extended roughly to the northern districts of Shoa in the south, 
the region east of Lake Tana and the upper Blue Nile in the west, and 
the edge of the Ethiopian plateau in the east. Besides this Christian state, 
however, there were several other political units of various sizes in the 
area. Immediately to the north-west of the former Zagwe kingdom, beyond 
the River Tekeze, the Falasha (the so-called 'Jews of Ethiopia') seem to 
have constituted an independent state of their o w n , which was in continuous 
struggle against attempted Christian conquest. T h e kingdom of Gojjam, 
which is mentioned in the traditions, seems to have existed in the mountain­
ous area to the immediate south of Lake Tana. M o r e important still, there 
are strong indications in the historical traditions of the area that a powerful 
state called 'the kingdom of D a m o t ' controlled an extensive territory south 
of the Blue Nile gorge. Almost nothing is k n o w n about this very ancient 
African kingdom, but the traditions referring to it clearly show that long 
before the advent of either Christian or Muslim principalities in the area 
the kings of D a m o t had effective hegemony over the whole region of the 
Shoa plateau. 

There were also Muslim principalities in the area, along the coast from 
the Dahlak archipelago in the Red Sea to the Somali town of Brava on 
the Indian Ocean. Their geographical location would seem to have de­
pended upon the strategic importance of the coast for trade between the 
rich plateau of central and southern Ethiopia, the East African coast, the 
Gulf of Aden and the Red Sea. B y the end of the thirteenth century, as 
a result of this trade, powerful Muslim communities had emerged which 
were to constitute various well-organized principalities and states: the most 
important in the interior were Shoa, Ifat, Fetegar, Dawaro, Hadya, Bali 

117 

































































T h e development of 
Swahili civilization 

V. V. MATVEIEV 

In the history of the islands and coast of East Africa the period from the 
twelfth to the fifteenth century stands out as that of the formation of what 
m a y best be termed the Swahili ethnic community. There were un­
doubtedly states in the region at that time and the first k n o w n records 
of them date back to the tenth century. Another important fact is that 
the historical and cultural development of East Africa between the twelfth 
and fifteenth centuries was not subject to disruptive outside influences. 
T h e appearance in East Africa in the early sixteenth century of Portuguese 
conquerors upset this process and altered the conditions and character of 
later development. These circumstances, together with the constant growth 
and development of culture, m a k e it reasonable to regard the period under 
consideration as the heyday of Swahili civilization, particularly when set 
against subsequent regression and decline. 

During the twelfth century the Swahili people did not form a h o m o ­
geneous community either ethnically or socially. Ethnically, it was a c o m ­
munity built on the Bantu-speaking population of the region. This basis 
was added to by people from neighbouring parts of the hinterland and 
emigrants from the countries of the northern shore of the Arabian Sea 
and the Indian Ocean, comprising Arabs, Persians and Indians. There 
were social disparities, since in addition to the main body of ordinary, 
free members of the community, there existed a distinct and isolated élite. 
Institutions based on clan and ethnic group accounted for the formal 
structure of the community, which nevertheless contained the elements 
of a class society. T h u s the élite was supposed to be, but was not in fact, 
equal to the other members of the community. It was rich and enjoyed 
the influence stemming from traditional functions. 

Alongside this élite the community included other individuals w h o were 
rich, but did not wield traditional power and influence. Their wealth was 
derived from trading. T h e commoners formed the majority and the main 
body of the Swahili people. Furthermore, Swahili society in the early 
twelfth century probably also included slaves. W e can surmise their exist­
ence from the accounts of Arab writers describing the export of slaves. 
Their role in Swahili society is unclear. They were perhaps merely the 





















































Between the coast and the 
great lakes 

C. EHRET 

At the beginning of the twelfth century of the Christian era in the East 
African interior, the signpost of the previous pathways of historical change 
was the striking correlation of ecology and ethnicity. Bantu-speaking 
societies were still relatively few in number , despite the major migrations 
of Bantu settlers into eastern Africa over the course of the first millennium 
of the Christian era, and they were almost wholly restricted to the better-
watered regions with, at the lowest, 900-1000 m m of rainfall a year.1 It 
must be concluded that, even though grain cultivation and often general 
livestock keeping had been taken over by most of the East African Bantu 
during the first millennium, Bantu communities still maintained the 
primacy of the agricultural tradition, based upon root and tuber crops, 
which had been brought by the earliest Bantu immigrants.2 In contrast, 
on the plains and highlands of the Kenya interior and of Tanzania, East 
African mixed farming, with its combined grain cultivation and extensive 
cattle-raising, predominated. Through the northern parts of this belt of 
generally drier environments, the majority of societies spoke Nilotic 
languages, whereas Southern Cushites were the more numerous through 
the southern portions.3 

T h e immediate interior 
Along the immediate interior of the East African coast, three major clusters 
of Bantu can be identified: the Sabaki-speakers, the ¡Seuta-speakers and 
the R u v u . T h e Sabaki language had three dialects, spoken along a very 
narrow strip of land behind the Kenyan coast. T h e ancestral Miji-Kenda 
dialect was spoken south of the River Tana , probably immediately inland 
from M o m b a s a and south from there to the far north-east point of Tanzania. 
Near the mouth of the Tana , and possibly also in the L a m u hinterland, 

1. Unless otherwise noted, Bantu groupings, locations and culture histories in the follow­
ing pages are based on data and conclusions contained in D . Nurse, 1974; D . Nurse and 
D . W . Phillipson, 1974; T . Hinnebusch, 1973; and C . Ehret, n.d. 

2. C . Ehret, 1974a. 
3. C . Ehret, 1974b. 



































The Great Lakes region 

B. A. O G O T 

A historian attempting to reconstruct the history of the interlacustrine 
region of East Africa between 1200 and 1500 of the Christian era is faced 
with several major problems. First, the 300 years represent an era for 
which w e have scant oral tradition or linguistic data. N o r do w e have 
any adequate archaeological data. T h e oral traditions, for example, are 
replete with legendary father-figures w h o are variously identified as gods, 
fathers of all the people, founders of clans, or as introducers of food crops 
(such as banana or millet) or of cattle. T h e stories of their exploits have 
been forged into popular traditions whose historical validity is difficult 
to establish. It is not surprising, therefore, that historians such as C . Wrigley 
have concluded that the Chwezi myths, for example, contain no valid 
information about the early history of the interlacustrine region. T o accept 
that the Chwezi spirits referred to in myth and cult were actual kings 
of a fifteenth-century kingdom in the interlacustrine region is, he says, 
like believing that Odin and Freya were kings of ancient Sweden, even 
though the Ynglinga Saga assures us that they were.1 

Secondly, the historians working in this region face a major problem 
of bias with regard to the relationships between the agriculturalists and 
pastoralists. In m a n y history books and articles the pastoralists are por­
trayed as civilizing conquerors w h o introduced law and order where anarchy 
formerly reigned supreme. T h e agriculturalists, on the other hand, are 
painted as docile and silent majorities w h o neither initiated any develop­
ments nor founded any state. R w a n d a provides an excellent example of 
this bias, and K a g a m e , for instance, finds it difficult to believe that the 
state of R w a n d a could have borrowed any institution from the agricultural­
ists. N o r is he prepared to accept the idea that any 'Hutu' ruled over 
noble, 'Hamitic' pastoralists.2 W e hope to show in this chapter that state 
formation a m o n g the agriculturalists in this region antedates the advent 
of most pastoralists. W e also hope to show that for a long time there 
was peaceful coexistence between the agriculturalists and the pastoralists 

0 

1. C. Wrigley, 1958 and 1973. 
2. A. Kagame, 1955, p. 112. 























































The Zambezi and Limpopo 
basins: 1100-1500 

B. M . FAGAN 

Cultures and societies of the Iron Age around the 
year 1000 

B y the end of the first millennium of the Christian era, Iron Age peoples 
were settled over most of the savannah woodland between the Zambezi 
and Limpopo rivers, eastwards as far as the Indian Ocean, and north of 
the Zambezi into what is n o w Zambia and Malawi.1 Surviving remnants 
of later Stone Age hunting populations still lived in remoter pockets of 
the savannah woodland, interacting sporadically with their farming neigh­
bours and dwelling in rock shelters or small open camps, where their im­
plements have been found in association with Iron Age pottery. Hunting 
and gathering populations, ancestors of modern San groups, also occupied 
m u c h of the Kalahari region to the south and west of the savannah w o o d ­
lands, an area where they were to roam freely until modern times. Most 
of the Iron Age peoples of this large area of South Central Africa were 
subsistence farmers, basing their food production on both domesticated 
cattle and small stock, combined with the cultivation of cereal crops such 
as sorghum and millet. Hunting and gathering played an important role 
in their economies, and only simple forms of shifting cultivation were in 
use, probably involving the careful selection of particular soil types. 

Although the first Iron Age settlement of South Central Africa took 
place as early as + 200, and the initial occupation took place over a relatively 
short period of time, early agricultural populations were widely scattered 
in areas free from tsetse fly, and general population densities were extremely 
low. T h e distribution of tsetse belts was affected by the pattern of shifting 
agriculture, which in turn soon affected population distribution. Through­
out the first millennium the agricultural population increased slowly and 
more land was taken into cultivation as forest clearance and cultivation 
methods slowly improved. T h e settlement of new areas was, in part, caused 
by wasteful methods of shifting cultivation, which, by analogy with modern 
figures, used well under 50 per cent of every acre of woodland cleared. 

1. B . M . Fagan, 1967-9. 





















































Equatorial Africa and 
Angola: migrations and the 
emergence of the first 
states 

J. VANSINA 

The present state of knowledge 

T o try to reconstruct the past of so vast a region of the continent over the 
period from n o o to 1500 presents historians with a challenge which they 
could well do without, in view of the few contemporary sources available. 
T h e first extant manuscript goes back only to 1492, and the excavations 
in the Shaba and Bas-Zaïre provinces and elsewhere are still in their early 
stages and do not yet give a complete enough chronological picture. T h e 
later written sources only deal with the kingdom of K o n g o . These become 
more frequent in the period after 1550, and accounts dating from 1587, 
1624 and later have been used here w h e n they relate to the period before 
1500 or, better still for the present purposes, before 1483. 

A m o n g non-contemporary sources relating to K o n g o are oral traditions 
that were first recorded in 1624, and others dealing with the coastal 
kingdoms were noted by Dapper and Cavazzi between 1641 and 1667 -
that is, two or three centuries after the events. Oral traditions from other 
regions were not recorded until the end of the nineteenth century at the 
earliest, but such recording has tended to become systematic since inde­
pendence (i960). T h e y have proved to be an essential source for under­
standing both history and culture. 

For the period in question and for the preceding one, the use of linguistic 
data could be crucial, even if, as I believe - although not everyone agrees -
this period comes after the era of the Bantu migrations. At all events, every­
one does agree that the period under examination begins well after the end of 
the proto-Bantu society, whose main features can be reconstructed from its 
vocabulary. T h e study of the differentiation of languages and the processes 
of state formation is in its infancy, but it promises to be very fruitful. A s 
for the languages spoken in the northern savannahs, belonging to Green-
berg's Adamawa-Eastern branch and the central Sudan, historical 
linguistics have not yet been applied in depth. 

There remains the evidence of ethnography. T h e data here are difficult 
to establish. First, the field has to be rigorously cleared so as to get back 























































Southern Africa: its peoples 
and social structures 

L. D . N G C O N G C O i« collaboration 
with J. VANSINA 

T h e writing of history and the problem of sources 

T h e history of southern Africa presents a n u m b e r of problems. It was for 
this reason that Unesco, as sponsor of the General History of Africa, called 
together a group of experts on 'Historiography of Southern Africa' in 1977 
at Gaborone.1 T h e existing political situation in the region is hardly 
conducive to historical research. Because of apartheid, the history of the 
black peoples south of the L i m p o p o has been studied less than that of 
other African populations. In the General History of Africa, Vo lume VIII, 
the problem of apartheid will be treated in the context of contemporary 
Africa, but it is also essential to examine here its unfortunate effects on 
the writing of the history of the region. 

A s was stated at the Gaborone meeting, ' T h e tendency to concentrate 
on the past of the dominant white minority has been accentuated by the 
rigid positions adopted by South African universities and South African 
publishers in general w h o refuse to accept the validity of non-written 
sources for historical reconstruction.' Furthermore, white historians in 
South Africa have refused the aid of such sciences as archaeology, 
anthropology and linguistics. Even more serious is the fact that the official 
historians of the country of apartheid draw from the archives material 
which relates only to the whites, deliberately putting aside documents 
referring to African peoples. T o s u m up the way in which history is written 
in the region dominated by apartheid, the Unesco experts noted: ' T h e rich 
Portuguese archives that have contributed so m u c h to the understanding 
of African histories of m a n y East African societies, especially those along the 
coast, documents which have also illuminated the study of the pre-colonial 
history of the societies of Z i m b a b w e , as well as those of Angola and M o z a m ­
bique, have been studiously neglected by Southern African scholars.'2 Not 

1. Unesco, 1980b. 
2. ibid., contributions by L . D . Ngcongco, pp. 18-19, and D . Chanaiwa. 







































Madagascar and the 
neighbouring islands from 
the 12th to the 16th 
century 

F. ESOAVELOMANDROSO 

T h e essential constituents of the population of Madagascar were present 
by the end of the twelfth century, even though further waves of migra­
tion occurred until the sixteenth century. T h e settlement of Madagascar 
formed part of the vast framework of relations between South-East Asia 
and Africa, across the Indian Ocean. Recognizing the importance of this 
question, the International Scientific Committee for the drafting of a 
General History of Africa organized a meeting of experts in July 1974 
at Port Louis (Mauritius) on 'Historical relations across the Indian Ocean'. ' 
T h e problem concerning the peopling of Madagascar was the subject of 
a chapter in Volume III of the General History of Africa. Nevertheless, 
a number of questions still remain to be answered; a m o n g them, for 
example, the comparative contributions of Africans, Arabs, Indians and 
Indonesians to the population and culture of Madagascar are still being 
actively discussed by research workers.2 

Rather than attempting in this chapter to present a definitive synthesis 
of the civilization and history of Madagascar between the twelfth and 
sixteenth centuries, an effort will be m a d e to elucidate the slow and c o m ­
plex interaction, both ethnic and cultural, which finally produced, at the 
beginning of the sixteenth century, an original identity for the Great Island. 
It seems to be well established that after the twelfth century Madagascar 
welcomed more Arabs, Indonesians and Africans. In this connection, oral 
traditions of the Merina and Betsileo regions tell of wars which the kings, 
at the head of the newcomers, had to wage before they could oust the 
'Vazimba' population and push them inland.3 These traditions include 

1. Unesco, 1980a. 
2. See Volume III, Chapter 25; see also R . K . Kent, 1970 - an attempt, on the basis 

of linguistic analysis, to evaluate the African contribution politically as well as culturally. 
3. O n Imerina, see R . P. Callet (ed.), 1908. T h e Tantara, which form one of the most 

important collections of oral traditions in Merina country, were collected by Father Callet 
between 1868 and 1883 and give valuable information on the Merina people. A critical 
study of the Tantara has been carried out by A . Délivré, 1974. O n the Betsileo region, 
see J. Rainihifina, 1975, and P . Ratsimbazafimahefa, 1971. 

24 



































Relationships and 
exchanges a m o n g the 
different regions 

D. T. NIANE 

Between n o o and 1500 Africa was a privileged partner in inter-continental 
relations with the Old World. Across both the Mediterranean Sea and 
the Indian Ocean, Europe and Asia were linked with Africa by an active 
trade, usually conducted by Muslims. It must be emphasized that various 
types of organized trade within the continent are known to have been 
carried on since prehistoric times. A s will be seen in this chapter, research 
is gradually providing more and more precise detail, especially on the scale 
of these inter-regional exchanges. However, with the present state of knowl­
edge, it is still impossible to give an exhaustive account of relations between 
the different regions of Africa from the twelfth to the sixteenth century. 

It would appear that the economic and commercial expansion of Africa 
was in full spate in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries; but the contacts 
with the West which were opened up by the slave trade meant the breaking 
off of a lively start which, if trade had developed in other merchandise, 
might have changed the course of African history. Great currents of cultural 
exchange crossed the continent in every direction, sometimes mingling 
with the cross-currents of trade. There were no isolated regions, for neither 
deserts nor forest presented impassable barriers any longer. Today , archae­
ological excavations and the study of African languages and oral traditions 
are opening n e w vistas for historical research, and this is already shedding 
light on the problem of migrations, transfers of technology, and trade 
relations between widely separated regions. 

T h e role of Islam, both in the spread of ideas and in trade, was of 
paramount importance at this time, as illustrated by Ibn Battuta's travels 
in China and in East and West Africa. In the period under consideration, 
the works of Arab geographers, travellers and historians make an appreci­
able contribution to our knowledge of the peoples concerned. 

T h e Sahara and the Sahel: a privileged space in external 
relations 
Until the middle of this century, European historians have sought to explain 
the present technological backwardness of Africa by the existence of the 











































Africa in inter-continental 
relations 

j. D É V I S S E in collaboration with 
S. LAB IB 

Africa as seen by the rest of the world 

It is difficult to tell h o w Africans living in the interior of the continent 
during the four centuries from n o o to 1500 thought of themselves in 
the light of both their changing cultural context and their centuries-old 
traditions. O n e must not give up trying, however; although difficult, this 
inquiry is of fundamental importance. W e are beginning to discern what 
changes have been made by successive acculturations from the point of 
view of the perception of space in Africa; it would be fascinating to know, 
for instance, h o w an African merchant of the fifteenth century visualized 
his o w n environment. However, w e can n o w state that the merchants of 
Takrûr in Mali - w h o were in fact Wangara1 - had a fair idea of the 
geography of the Muslim world and perhaps even of the entire known 
world of the time. In the fifteenth century, the Wangara merchants were 
literate, or at least there were a large number of literate people among 
them w h o had a very clear knowledge of their environment. T h e Wangar 
used the term Saheli or Kogodugu (land of salt) to refer to the north, 
whence Arab or Berber merchants came with camels loaded with slabs of 
salt. T h e terms Worodugu (land of the kola nut) or T u - K o r o 
(forest) denoted the south, whose forests, difficult of access, supplied the 
precious kola nut. T h e thinly-wooded G b e K a n ('clear country'), stretching 
from east to west, was the land through which the Wangara merchants 
plied their trade on foot, horse or donkey-back. 

Owing to the royal pilgrimages, m a n y people of the Sudan region had 

1. Wangara: this word is written in various ways by Arab writers - Wankära, 
Wanghâra, Wangâra, Wangarâta and perhaps even Amdjara (Mas'ûdï in the tenth cen­
tury). T h e Wangara are sometimes confused with the Gangara, to w h o m are attributed, 
rather vaguely, some ancient ruins in the Sahel. T h e Wangara do not appear in Arab 
sources before the eleventh or twelfth century. They are said to have mined and traded 
in gold in upper Niger. In the fourteenth century their name was often associated with 
Jenne and their zone of influence extended far to the east, according to Ibn KhaldOn. 
Later the word Dioula tends to replace the earlier name , and is still used to designate 
the Mandingo-speaking traders of the savannah zone extending up to Ghana. 
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